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“I PREFER THE DREAMS OF THE FUTURE TO THE HISTORY OF THE PAST.” SO THOMAS Jefferson wrote to his friend John Adams in 1816. Could there be a more American sentence than that? The violence, poverty, and intolerance of the past was what Americans, in Jefferson’s day and ours, had left their home-lands to escape. The future was what they intended to build here. Americans often mock Europeans for refusing to accept reality—for dreaming of the days when the British Navy ruled the waves, when the Kingdom of Poland stretched from Berlin to Kiev, when Rome was the capital of the world. Yet Americans have lived in their dreams every bit as much as Europeans, maybe even more so. When Charles Dickens visited the United States in the 1840s, he mocked the locals’ habit of pointing at a wooden schoolhouse in a clearing and describing the great university that would soon arise from it, or of calling the muddy lanes of New York and Washington “avenues” and “boulevards.” But the locals were not lying. They were describing things not as they were, but as they must soon be. The magnificent future was not a speculation; it was, as one nineteenth-century newspaper editor said, a sure thing that simply “had not yet gone through the formality of taking place.”1

That future has arrived. America at the beginning of the twenty-first century is rich beyond all reckoning. The Communist superpower with which it grappled for half a century lies shattered at America’s feet, begging for American aid, technology, and investment. Past wrongs are being righted. The descendents of slaves sit on corporate boards and command fleets and armies; the grandchildren of coolies scoop up scholarships and prizes; women can go anywhere and do anything that men can. The United States leads the world in learning and the arts, in science and technology, in business and finance. Its shops are piled high with fresh plums in December and a hundred varieties of ice cream in August. At the flick of a switch, Americans can listen to the Brandenburg Concertos played more finely than they ever were for the Elector of Brandenburg himself; with a flash of plastic they can board a jet to Bali or Buenos Aires; with a tap of a key they can order any book in print delivered to their doorstep the next morning. Do they want to know what is happening in Sierra Leone? They  can see it live on CNN. Are they worried about their daughter on her first day of university? They can call her pager from their car phone. Are they sick or in pain? The world’s most fantastic medicine makes even more fantastic advances with every passing week. And unlike any previous great power—unhke Victorian Britain, unlike the caliphs of Baghdad, unlike imperial Rome—Americans can see nobody and nothing on the horizon who would dare to take, who could even imagine taking, all this away from them.

In every way that we can count, tally, or measure, these are America’s best days, its high noon of empire. It’s staggering to imagine what more Americans could wish for if they aren’t satisfied with all that they have. And yet ... and yet ... they aren’t satisfied. In fact, it seems that they feel less content, less secure, less proud of their country than they did forty years ago, when Jim Crow still ruled the South, Soviet bombers were aimed at Manhattan, a heart attack meant certain death, and $20,000 a year was a handsome wage. In those grimmer days, American publishing houses ground out books warning the country against (of all things!) complacency. Now, in an era when complacency seems like the most appropriate of all moods, the publishers are capitalizing on pessimism. On my bookshelf I see The End of Affluence, Prozac Nation, The Time Bind, The War Against Parents, The Overworked American, and  America: What Went Wrong? The publishers know their market. In all but five of the thirty-five years since 1965, a majority—often an overwhelming majority—of the American public has told pollsters that the country is on the “wrong track.” What matters, it turns out, are the things that cannot be tallied. Americans worry about deteriorating schools, about their inability to trust their neighbors, about the smut they see on television. They worry that the leaders ignore them and that the system is stacked against them. As then-Governor Bill Clinton said in his acceptance speech at the 1992 Democratic convention in New York, “[T]hose who play by the rules and keep the faith have gotten the shaft, and those who cut corners and cut deals have been rewarded. People are working harder than ever, spending less time with their children, working nights and weekends at their jobs instead of going to PTA and Little League or  Scouts.” Americans feel that the country has lost its moral bearings. As Senator Bob Dole declared in his acceptance speech in San Diego in 1996, “To those who say ... that America has not been better, I say, you’re wrong, and I know, because I was there. I have seen it. I remember.” The wistful strains of nostalgia waft through American culture, from the revival of cigars, ballroom dancing, and retro cars and home appliances to the proliferation of new housing developments that attempt to evoke front-porch, white-picket small towns.

Perhaps this yearning for old wisdom, old fashions, and old days is only to be expected in an aging country. In 1999, the median American was almost thirty-seven years old; he (or more precisely, she, since the average American is a woman) was twenty-eight in 1970. Since World War II, the mood of the country has reflected the moods of the colossal baby boom generation: rebellious when the boomers were teenagers, lustful when the boomers hit their twenties, covetous as they entered their thirties. Now, as they turn fifty, the mood of the country is shading into melancholy, tinged with the doubts and regrets of late middle age. Nevertheless, this yearning for the past springs from a deeper source than the aging of the baby boomers. Perhaps today’s Americans, as they applaud the rhetoric of values, faith, and family, are disclosing something real and important about the present state of the American nation.

It is often said that we live in a time of unusually rapid change. If we are referring to economic and technological change, this isn’t true. A Rip van Winkle who nodded off in 1930 and awoke in 1965 would have shut his eyes on a country where children were crippled by polio and adults died of strep throat; where workers walked or took the streetcar to their jobs in foundries and mines, on farms, or as domestic servants; where there were no federal old-age or disability pensions; where news was transmitted by paper and ink and goods were paid for in cash. He would have opened them on a world transformed by television and cars, subdivisions and shopping malls, antibiotics and the birth control pill, package tourism and universal high-school education, fast food and credit cards. A van Winkle who slept through the thirty-five years after 1965 would see hardly anything so dazzling compared to that.

But if we are talking about social and cultural change, the pace since 1965 has been positively bewildering. A 1965 van Winkle, familiar with long-distance telephones and DNA, would take the Internet and Dolly the Cloned Sheep in stride. But he would be left gasping by women bus drivers and the ubiquitous lottery ads, by the beggars on the sidewalks and the number of limousines on the streets, by the middle-aged men going to work in khaki pants and baseball caps and the young women sleeping in military barracks, by the homoeroticism of magazine advertising and the proscription of smoking, by the collapse of trade unions and the spread of mutual funds, by the millions of children in day care, the crumbling of the mainline Protestant churches, the automatic teller machines that offer service in both English and Spanish, and the replacement of beef by chicken as the staple of the American diet. In other words, the dizzying pace of change of the past thirty-five years has transformed not so much American tools as American habits, less America’s material environment and more America’s moral outlook, less the way Americans make things and more the way they feel things.

Have you ever seen a grown man cry? Before the 1970s, Americans agreed with Sir Walter Scott:Woe awaits a country when

She sees the tears of bearded men.





Back then, Americans idolized the craggy, inexpressive man: the sort of man epitomized by Charles Lindbergh and Gary Cooper, Neil Armstrong and Sergeant York, John Wayne and Anthony McAuliffe (the general who replied “nuts” when the surrounding Germans called on him to surrender at the battle of Bastogne). But that man has been melted by a vast shift in the emotional climate, a kind of global moistening. The president wipes away tears when he tours hurricane disasters; coaches’ voices catch at their teams’ annual banquets; fathers snuffle at their daughters’ weddings. In 1972, the front-runner for the Democratic nomination for president, Senator Edmund Muskie, destroyed his hopes by appearing to break down and weep during a reply to an editorial attack upon his wife by a New Hampshire newspaper. Today, those tears would float Senator Muskie into the White House.

Eaten any good meals recently? Not so long ago, American food was famously disgusting: “tasteless roasts, banal beefsteaks, cremated chops, fish drenched in unintelligible sauces, greasy potatoes, and a long repertoire of vegetables with no more taste than baled shavings.” So complained H. L. Mencken in the 1920s, and the complaint still held true in the middle 1960s. Thirty years ago, the United States was a country of whisky drinkers and steak eaters. Today you can find a good risotto in Minneapolis and a tasty vindaloo in San Diego. The national tipple is no longer bourbon, but chardonnay.

When was the last time you heard a politician denounce Wall Street? On the campaign trail in 1948, Harry Truman accused the Republicans of wanting to fasten a “Wall Street economic dictatorship” on the country. People chuckled—that was the sort of thing that Democrats were expected to say. In those days only the rich owned stocks or bonds, and the chief of the AFL-CIO was one of the half-dozen most powerful men in the country. The thought that a day might come when shareholders would outnumber union members almost four-to-one—or that a Democratic candidate for president would cite a rising stock market as proof that his economic policies were working, as Bill Clinton repeatedly did in 1996—would have left old Harry gasping.

It meant something when the Romans stopped wearing togas. It meant something when French nobles stopped carrying swords. It meant something when Americans stopped spitting into cuspidors. Now it means something when you can buy a decaffeinated Sumatran coffee with steamed semi-skimmed milk and an almond biscotti on the ground floor of what used to be a discount woolens warehouse in the country that invented Nescafé. It means something that assistant professors specializing in Marxist analysis of the films of Buster Keaton own 401-K plans crammed full of General Electric stock. And it means something that Clint Eastwood felt obliged to weep on-screen in In the Line of Fire.

We live in a world made new, and made new not by new machines, but by new feelings, new thoughts, new manners, new ways. Yet, for all our world’s newness, there is a distinctly autumnal snap in the air these days. As the largest generation in American history prepares to exit the stage,  the country finds itself examining its character. A people once collectivist, censorious, calculating, conformist, taciturn, obedient, puritanical, and self-confident has mutated in the space of three and a half decades into a people that is individualist, permissive, emotional, enterprising, garrulous, rebellious, hedonistic, and guilt-ridden. Some of this change is for the better, some for the worse, but it is all puzzling and often uncomfortable.

During the making of the movie Saving Private Ryan, the studio publicity department released a photograph of the star, Tom Hanks, clad in GI battle dress, talking face to face with the director, Steven Spielberg, wearing his trademark T-shirt and baseball cap. It was a wonderful image, the Nineties meeting the Forties, and one found oneself glancing back and forth, from the man dressed as a warrior to the man dressed as a twelve-year-old, wondering—whither had the one man gone and whence had the other man come? When did this change happen? How? And why?

The usual answer is a phrase that is explanation and date all rolled into one: “The Sixties.” Many of us carry in our heads what might be called the documentary-maker’s version of that decade. As the Byrds sing “Turn, Turn, Turn,” the camera cuts from images of Martin Luther King Jr. on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, to dogs biting civil rights protesters in Birmingham, Alabama, thence to flower children in San Francisco, and then soldiers helicoptering down into a rice paddy, bombs dropping from the bay of a B—52, hippies smoking marijuana and flashing peace signs, Lyndon Johnson declaring he will not run again, tanks in the streets of Detroit, and finally Kent State. The events these images represent—the war, the protests, the assassinations—are usually thought to be the events that made the America we know.

The documentary-makers’ history is not entirely wrong. But it is not enough. Imagine telling somebody in 1969 that within thirty years welfare would have been abolished! Imagine trying to explain that baby-boomer legislators would pass laws that permit the police to confiscate a car—on the spot and without trial—if they discover the fragments of a joint in the ash tray! Or that the first member of the Woodstock generation to become president would order more military interventions abroad than any president since FDR!

The exciting political events of the years from John F. Kennedy’s inauguration to the withdrawal from Indochina formed our time, yes. But not in the way we usually choose to imagine. The documentaries would have us remember the 1960s as the era when the nation’s young people took to the streets to protest the Vietnam War. But in fact “[a]lmost every public opinion poll taken during the war showed that youth, in the aggregate, disproportionately  supported the war. (Surprisingly, the most ‘dovish’ age group turned out to be people over fifty-five.)”2 The candidate who drew his support most disproportionately from young men was not Robert Kennedy or Eugene McCarthy, but George Wallace. The documentaries describe the 1960s as the decade in which the conscience of the nation was at last aroused against the evil of racial inequality. In fact, the crucial turn in public opinion occurred in the 1950s. Up until the mid-1960s, a plurality of white Americans believed that the country was moving “not fast enough” on civil rights. After the riots of 1965, pluralities consistently insisted that the country was moving “too fast.”3 And despite all that footage of stoned young people rolling in the Woodstock mud, the 1960s were not the era of sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll. Only 5 percent of Americans had ever tried marijuana by as late as 1967. A majority of American brides still said they came to the altar as virgins in 1964. The number one song of 1969 was “Sugar, Sugar” by the Archies.

When you think of the 1960s, it’s a great mistake to imagine them as represented by, say, Hillary Rodham Clinton. Two-thirds of the baby boomers never attended college. In 1966, almost all of the young men born in 1947—the year Hillary Clinton was born—were wearing their hair short, serving in the army or else taking jobs at the local plant, eating pork chops for dinner, and getting ready to marry the second girl they had ever slept with. The Berkeley Free Speech movement, the sit-ins at Columbia, the Harvard strike of 1969—for most American young people, the protests and love-ins of the 1960s were as remote and alien as the Newport regatta, the deb balls in the Plaza Hotel, or the rituals of Skull and Bones. For older Americans, they were a good deal more exotic than that. An influential book published in 1970, The Real Majority by Benjamin Wattenberg and Richard Scammen, observed that the typical American voter was neither  young, nor poor, nor black. She was a 47-year-old machinist’s wife living in Dayton, Ohio. And—as Wattenberg and Scammen did not quite say—as far as she was concerned, the 1960s were the 1940s, except that frozen vegetables had replaced canned. It was only in the next decade, the supposedly anticlimactic decade of the 1970s, that her world and that of people like her was turned upside down as Cambridge, Massachusetts, New Haven, Connecticut, Manhattan, and Northwest Washington were turned upside down by the 1960s. It was in the next decade that her husband dumped her, that she discovered cappucino, that her standard of living failed to rise for the first time in her adult life, and that she cast her first Republican ballot.

The Sixties, one-time Democratic activist Richard Goodwin later wrote, “contained a promise, an augury of possibilities, an eruption of confident energy.”4 They were a Promethean moment when everything seemed possible: the abolition of poverty, the overnight elimination of prejudice, unending economic expansion. But Goodwin is constrained to admit candidly that the 1960s were “a failure.” The liberal dreams of social reform with which the decade began begat impossible hopes; the disappointment of those hopes spawned the radical movements of the decade’s end; and the destructiveness and hatefulness of those radical movements in turn finished off liberalism’s political prospects. “This country’s going so far right you’re not going to be able to recognize it,” predicted Attorney General John Mitchell in 1970, and at least from an electoral point of view he was correct.

The vast size of the United States, the intense conservatism of a country where ordinary people have much to lose, the traditional preference of Americans for individual rather than collective self-improvement: These things make it difficult for reformers and dreamers to make much of a dent in the American consciousness. Even with television to spread the word, that would ordinarily have been true for the 1960s too. But the spark of rebellion lit in the 1960s did not sputter out, as previous sparks—the radical 1840s for example—had done. This time, it caught. A political upheaval was transformed into an upheaval in habits, beliefs, and morals, and not the habits, beliefs, and morals of an elite few, but of a quarter-billion souls  spread across a vast continent. The origins of this upheaval can be traced far back in time: to the First World War, to the headturning new ideas of Darwin, Nietzsche, and Freud, and arguably even further still. But incendiary ideas only move from paper to life when they transform the behavior and beliefs of the mass of the people—when they cease to be known as the work of their author and are absorbed instead as the common property of humanity. In North America, it was in the supposedly quiescent 1970s that this absorption took place.

They were strange feverish years, the 1970s. They were a time of unease and despair, punctuated by disaster. The murder of athletes at the 1972 Olympic games. Desert emirates cutting off America’s oil. Military humiliation in Indochina. Criminals taking control of America’s streets. The dollar plunging in value. Marriages collapsing. Drugs for sale in every high school. A president toppled from office. The worst economic slump since the Great Depression, followed four years later by the second-worst economic slump since the Depression. The U.S. government baffled as its diplomats are taken hostage. And in the background loomed still wilder and stranger alarms and panics. The ice age was returning. Killer bees were swarming up across the Rio Grande. The world was running out of natural resources. Kahoutek’s comet was hurtling toward the planet. Epidemic swine flu would carry off millions of elderly people. Karen Silkwood had been murdered for trying to warn us that nuclear reactors were poisoning the earth. General Motors was suppressing the patent on a hyper-ef ficient engine. Food shortages would soon force Americans to subsist on algae. There were, wrote a columnist for the New York Times, “fleeting moments when the public scene recalls the Weimar Republic of 1932—33.”5

Disasters, though, can be liberating as well as destructive. In the 1970s the giant corporations that had dominated the American economy since the 1890s began to shrink, trade unions lost their power, the personal computer was invented, it became legal to ship a crate of lettuce across the country without asking the Interstate Commerce Commission for permission. In the 1970s the federal government lost its power to wiretap at will, conscription was suspended, price controls were discredited and repealed. Before 1970, America was a “love-it-or-leave-it” society. You didn’t  like Chevrolets? Tough. Your kid was home sick and wanted to watch a cartoon at ten on a weekday morning? Also tough. You wanted a checking account that paid interest? Again tough. You needed to pay less than $900 for an economy ticket to Paris? Tough once more. You’d like to own some gold coins? Fella, that’s a very serious crime in these United States.

The gaudy characters of the 1960s are already seeping out of memory. In the gallery of forgotten celebrities, Abbie Hoffman is joining General Coxey, George Romney jostles against William McAdoo, Timothy Leary will soon vie for space with Madame Blatavsky. But the social transformation of the 1970s was real and was permanent. It left behind a country that was more dynamic, more competitive, more tolerant; less deferential, less self-confident, less united; more socially equal, less economically equal; more expressive, more risk-averse, more sexual; less literate, less polite, less reticent. But those are just words, aren’t they? To really understand how the country has changed, we must study it minutely. This book is an attempt to do just that, to describe the most total social transformation that the United States has lived through since the coming of industrialism, a transformation (a revolution!) that has not ended yet. To describe—and to judge.






PART I

TRUST
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FULL FAITH AND CREDIT

“Oil, steel, insurance, and the banks run this country. I’d go for public ownership of the oil companies if I didn’t think the national politicians were a bunch of thieves.”

 

 

—Nixon supporter, Brooklyn 1974.1

 

 

 

 

AT THE CLIMAX OF THE 1947 FILM CLASSIC, MIRACLE ON 34TH STREET, THE hero—a young lawyer determined to prove that a man who claims to be Santa Claus should not be institutionalized as a lunatic—opens the argument that will win his case by reading aloud a long description of the reliability of the U.S. Post Office. A weary district attorney urges him to get to the point: “The State of New York is second to none in its admiration for the Post Office Department.” At which Santa’s lawyer gives a signal, the doors to the courtroom are flung open, and postal workers march in with dozens of bags of mail addressed to “Santa Claus, North Pole” and deliver them to the man in the dock. Verdict for the accused. If the Post Office recognizes you as Santa, Santa you must be.

More than anything else in this ancient movie—more than the gloves on the women or the hats on the men—that scene opens a window onto a completely vanished America. Trust the post office? That’s a lot crazier than believing yourself to be Santa.

Back then, however, it wasn’t just the Post Office that Americans believed in. They believed in the Army and the Navy. They believed in the scientists who had built the atomic bomb and discovered antibiotics. They believed in their judges, their shop stewards, their ministers and priests. They believed in Social Security and also in the free-enterprise system that had fed and armed the American serviceman and all his allies, while simultaneously pumping unheard-of riches into the bank accounts of the  folks at home. If the Americans of 1947 could see their country now, what would they think? What would they think of a former presidential adviser and U.S. senator accusing the U.S. government of having blown a domestic civilian airliner out of the sky with a ground-to-air missile, as Pierre Salinger has done? Or a football star being acquitted of murder because a jury chose to believe, against all the evidence, that he had been framed by the Los Angeles Police Department? Or the polls showing that ever-rising numbers of Americans feel certain that their tax money is wasted, their politicians are crooks, their democracy is manipulated by powerful interests? Americans lived through depression and war without succumbing to despair. How could a vastly richer and far more secure America have sunk so deeply into sourness and pessimism?

Americans have never been especially trusting people—they laugh at suckers as brutally as the French laugh at cuckolds and the British laugh at foreigners. But in the middle years of this century, they somehow reconciled their lack of confidence in their fellow man with a quite astonishing faith in their political and social institutions. The University of Michigan found in 1958 that 57 percent of Americans trusted the government in Washington to do the “right thing” most of the time; another 14 percent trusted it to do the “right thing” almost all of the time.2 And the government in Washington was, even in those sunny days, one of America’s  Least trusted institutions. Doctors and judges; generals and school-teachers; clergymen and the presidents of corporations—in postwar America, all commanded a measure of trust from their fellow-citizens that today would strike most of us as downright gullible. Then, between 1967 and 1981, the United States sank into a miasma of self-doubt from which it has never fully emerged.

Some blame Watergate for this abrupt collapse of trust in institutions, but not very convincingly. For one thing, the decline in trust begins to appear in the polls as early as 1966, almost a decade before the Watergate was known as anything more than a big hole in the ground alongside the Potomac River. For another, the nation had managed unconcernedly to shrug off Watergate-style events before. Somebody bugged Barry Goldwater’s  apartment during the 1964 election without it triggering a national trauma. The Johnson administration tapped the phones of Nixon supporters in 1968, and again nothing happened. John F. Kennedy regaled reporters with intimate details from the tax returns of wealthy Republican donors, and none of the reporters saw anything amiss. FDR used the Federal Bureau of Investigation to spy on opponents of intervention into World War II—and his targets howled without result. If Watergate could so transform the nation’s sense of itself, why did those previous abuses, which were equally well known to the press, not do so? Americans did not lose their faith in institutions because of the Watergate scandal; Watergate became a scandal because Americans were losing faith in their institutions  .

The Vietnam war is a more plausible culprit for the loss of trust. The dates are right: 1965 to 1973. Certainly the war provoked in its critics a lacerating mood of fury against their government and their society. (In one of the great mad flights of oratory that characterized the antiwar movement, Norman Mailer charged: “It is self-evident that the Reader’s Digest and Lawrence Welk and Hilton Hotels are organically connected with the Special Forces napalming villages.”3) Since those critics numbered some of the most influential members of the society—its most prominent and admired professors, writers, clergymen—their fury could make itself heard. But Vietnam is ultimately an unsatisfying explanation. The twenty-eight years that elapsed between the withdrawal of the last U.S. troops from Indochina and the end of the century is a long time by Americans’ forgetful standards: longer than from V-J Day to the 1972 election. Moreover, the social groups that supported the war have since 1973 seemed no less alienated than the war’s critics. Finally, if Vietnam is responsible, why does a very similar loss of faith in institutions settle upon nearly every other advanced industrial economy at about the same time? The political scientist Ronald Inglehart compared surveys of confidence in the local police in nineteen different countries between 1981 and 1990. (He chose the police because it was the institution for which data were available in the largest number of countries.) In only four of the nineteen countries did the percentage  expressing “great confidence” rise, and of those four, two were Argentina and South Africa, countries where a democratically elected government had replaced a less democratic one. In fifteen of the nineteen countries Inglehart surveyed, including Canada, Britain, Japan, and South Korea, the percentage of the population expressing “great confidence” in the police fell, often dramatically.4

Maybe the best way to explain the worldwide ebbing of trust in the 1970s is to re-examine the apogee of public confidence in the 1950s and early 1960s. Maybe what needs to be explained is not why latter-day Americans—and Canadians, Britons, and Japanese—trust so little, but why an earlier generation trusted so much.

Think for a moment of how the world looked in 1900. For most people, life was almost unimaginably hard, but more frightening than the hardship of life was its chanciness. In the happy United States, some people born poor could—with effort and luck—rise to great wealth. Others, no less hardworking, ended their lives as maimed beggars because a bolt had sheared or a sprocket slipped. A tornado could wipe out ten years of work on the farm, a strike could bankrupt the merchants who supplied the workers’ wives. We can look back on that world and see order, progress, and rising standards of living. Those in the middle of it certainly noticed the progress, but they saw no order. And order is something human beings crave.

One could tell the entire political, social, and cultural history of the United States and Western Europe from 1900 to 1960 as the story of an ever-more successful attempt to impose order on a recalcitrant world. That’s what Britain’s New Liberals tried to do after 1906 with their pioneering National Insurance programs; that’s what Democrats and Republicans in the U.S. Congress were seeking when they created the Federal Reserve in 1913. Orderliness was the underlying theme of the New Deal and of the similar attempts to guide and regulate the market that were tried in fascist and democratic Europe before and after World War II.

For a reasonable span of time, this enforced order held. A West German who saw a gleaming industrial democracy arising out of the rubble of  Hamburg, a Briton who could for the first time visit the doctor without worrying about the bill, an American veteran who returned from war not to the slums of Brooklyn but to a neat house in Levittown, a car, and a refrigerator—these people had every reason to think that their societies were functioning brilliantly. Things worked. And when things work, it’s natural to try more of the same. Have Keynesian economic policies driven the unemployment rate down to 4 percent? Then double-Keynesian policies should drive it down to 2 percent. Have frugal welfare payments mitigated the misery of the poor? Then generous welfare payments should abolish that misery altogether. Has a slight relaxation of discipline made schools more humane without diminishing standards? Then even laxer discipline should yield even better results. Unfortunately, every human idea, even the very best, is true only up to a point. Equally unfortunately, we usually only ascertain where that point is by bumping into it—hard. In the 1970s Americans did not merely bump into the limits of the ideas that had governed the midcentury world, they crashed. The distrust and despair that seized them were the wounds from that collision.

The 1950s are often described as conservative. In political terms, that is not quite right. The Fifties were the highwater mark of the New Deal coalition in the United States and social democracy in Western Europe. As conservative a politician as Senator Robert Taft sponsored bills calling for huge public-housing construction programs. Free-market economists like Britain’s Lionel Robbins forcefully advocated massive government support for the universities and the arts. But if we use the word conservative to mean “cautious, averse to change, incremental,” then the 1950s were a very conservative decade indeed. A war-battered world hungered for tranquility, stability, and the appearance of continuity. So, while public opinion in those years favored leftish policies, voters in the democratic countries consistently selected old men with right-of-center backgrounds to carry those policies out. Dwight Eisenhower—who at sixty-two was the oldest man to be elected president since James Buchanan in 1856—was actually the baby of the bunch. Alcide de Gasperi was sixty-four when he became the leader of post-Fascist Italy. Louis St. Laurent, the elegant corporate  lawyer who governed Canada for most of the 1950s, was sixty-six when he ascended to the prime ministership in 1948. Shigeru Yoshida formed the first postwar Japanese government at age sixty-eight and stayed in office until age seventy-six. Charles de Gaulle was sixty-eight when he resumed power in France; he hung on past his seventy-ninth birthday. Konrad Adenauer was first elected chancellor of West Germany in 1949 at seventy-three, and won his last election at eighty-one. Winston Churchill returned to the British prime ministership in 1951 aged seventy-six and refused to quit until 1955.

The reality of change, the appearance of continuity—it was a formula that satisfied the peoples of the Western world for a decade and a half after the war. Not even the harsh recession of 1958-60 (the first severe downturn since the war) depressed public confidence. But no democracy remains grateful forever. As standards of living rose, as pensions and unemployment programs grew ever more plentiful, as the danger of renewed depression and a third world war seemed to abate, the self-confidence and ambition of the democracies surged and their patience with their own faults thinned. In 1957, Adenauer won his last election as West German chancellor on the slogan, “No Experiments.” Five years later, at a convention in Port Huron, Michigan, the founders of the Students for a Democratic Society issued their famous statement denouncing this elderly caution. The United States, the Port Huron Statement complained, was pervaded by a “feeling that there simply are no alternatives, that our times have witnessed the exhaustion not only of Utopias, but of any new departures as well.” “For most Americans,” the statement continued, “all crusades are suspect, threatening.” It was time, they argued, for that hesitation to be cast aside.

“His was a generation of winners,” Richard Goodwin would later write of his boss and hero, John F. Kennedy. The old men who led the world in the 1950s had seen and suffered too much cruelty and stupidity to believe in Utopia. But to the rising men of the 1960s—the sergeants and lieutenants who had come of age during World War II and in the breathless years of reconstruction immediately afterward—the accomplishments of  the 1950s seemed almost offensively paltry. The world leaders elected between 1960 and 1968 with rare exceptions shared two traits: They were relatively young and they believed in the limitless potential of their societies, their governments, and themselves. Kennedy was forty-three in November 1960, the youngest man ever to be elected president.5 Harold Wilson was forty-eight when he was elected prime minister of Great Britain in 1964, in a campaign in which his labor party promised to melt the British class system under the “white heat” of technology. Pierre Trudeau was an almost preternaturally youthful forty-nine when he assumed the prime ministership of Canada in 1968; Willy Brandt, a vigorous fifty-six when he became West Germany’s first Social Democratic chancellor in 1966. Aldo Moro and Kakuei Tanaka were both striplings of forty-seven when they seized control of the dominant political parties in Italy and Japan, control they retained until their deaths no matter who sat in their countries’ revolving prime ministerial chairs.

These young leaders would no longer abide the restraints that had bound the sad-eyed old men who had preceded them. No experiments? Without experimentation, how would social justice ever be attained? Nobody was quite sure how to define a just society, but however defined, the societies of the Western world, and especially of the United States, were generally agreed to have fallen well short. It was likewise generally agreed that the situation had to be rectified immediately. No less a moral authority than Martin Luther King Jr. explained in 1964 “Why We Can’t Wait.” And why should we wait? Money was piling up in government treasuries. The universities were crowded with self-confident experts offering solutions to the problems of poverty, urban overcrowding, racial animosity, air pollution, juvenile delinquency, anomie and alienation, and all the other social evils that had previously seemed inescapable elements of the human condition. Publishers poured forth books on pollution, on poverty, on racial prejudice, breaking their readers’ hearts with the horror of the situation, pleading the urgency of immediate action. Everyone remembered the mighty battles triumphantly waged by the mass mobilization of the 1940s. If such victories could be won in time of war, why could not equal victories  be won in time of peace? We had conquered Nazism. Why not poverty? The Marshall Plan for Europe had been a success. Why not a Marshall Plan for the cities? During his campaign for the 1968 Democratic nomination, Robert Kennedy liked to quote (without credit) George Bernard Shaw, “Some see things as they are and say ‘why?’ I dream things that never were and say, ‘why not?’” All the faith and trust heaped up in the years when everything went right were wagered in the 1960s on the gamble that a Great Society—a Just Society—a Caring Society could be built now, in our time. The mood was Promethean: “[T]he Great Society,” declared Lyndon Johnson in the speech that introduced the term, “is not a safe harbor, a resting place, a final objective, a finished work. It is a challenge constantly renewed, beckoning us toward a destiny where the meaning of our lives matches the marvelous products of our labor.”6

In a story as old as the Greeks, overweening pride brought condign disaster. Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who had served all three of the decade’s presidents, offered this piercing explanation of why the grand ambitions of those years so often left behind only regret and bitterness. “Wishing so many things so, we all too readily come to think them not only possible, which likely they are, but also near at hand, which is seldom the case. We constantly underestimate difficulties, overpromise results, and avoid any evidence of incompatibility and conflict, thus repeatedly creating the conditions of failure out of a desperate desire for success.... I believe that this danger has been compounded by the increasing introduction into politics and government of ideas originating in the social sciences which promise to bring about social change through the manipulation of what might be termed the hidden processes of society.”7

The great gamble of the Sixties was lost—lost not only in the jungles of Vietnam and the serpentine schemes of the Nixon White House, but in the inflation, demoralization, and failure of the Great Society and its analogues throughout the developed world. Moynihan’s point about the social sciences is a very profound one. Just as the authority of the traditional elites of Europe collapsed after they led Europe into the catastrophe of the First World War, so the prestige of the new elites that had emerged in the twentieth-century  United States was indelibly tarnished by the disappointments of the soaring hopes of the 1960s. In 1918 the kings and bishops, squires and headmasters who sent the young to the trenches lost the confidence of their people. That same fate now befell the corporate managers and federal bureaucrats, the progressive clergymen and self-confident professors who had presided over the disappointments and defeats of the promises of the Sixties. The story was the same in almost every advanced Western democracy: The old men of the 1950s earned trust; the young men of the sixties squandered it. Britain, Canada, West Germany, France, all went through experiences very like America’s. America’s only distinction is to have gone through it all first and to have been marked by it most profoundly.




THE LAW IS CRAZY

IN THE 1971 TOUGH-COP CLASSIC, DIRTY HARRY, CLINT EASTWOOD IS GIVEN THE news that the deranged serial killer he has captured will be released back onto the streets of San Francisco, because he violated the killer’s rights. “It’s the law, Harry,” the exasperated district attorney tells him. “Then the law is crazy!” Eastwood fires back.

People expect their government to protect them from attack and assault, and before 1965, American governments had by and large succeeded. Pre-1973 crime statistics are not very reliable, but without stretching them farther than they ought to go, we can say that between 1915 and 1965 the United States became steadily safer and more peaceful. Saloon brawls, range wars, lynchings, slum murders, anarchist violence, the feuds of the Hatfields and McCoys—these lingered on in the folk memory. But on the whole, prosperity, temperance, and education had done  their mollifying work. The crime rate dropped, feuds vanished, the police grew more courteous and professional, and men whose great-grandfathers had carried Bowie knives and Colt revolvers accoutered themselves with slide rules and attaché cases. It was unusual, even in New York City, for an apartment door to have a chain lock: An ordinary bolt sufficed to discourage vacuum-cleaner salesmen, peeping toms, and the other nuisances of urban life. Burglar alarms were gewgaws for the ultra-rich. Heiresses and mobsters might be followed around by bodyguards, but ordinary citizens trusted the cops to come when needed, and come fast.

In the early 1960s—slowly at first, then with accelerating speed—the safety and civility of mid-century America crumbled. One’s chance of being robbed, raped, assaulted, or murdered nearly tripled between 1960 and 1980, with the biggest single jump in crime occurring in 1974. Crime was raging so desperately out of control that an entirely new system of counting it had to be invented. Since the 1920s, the FBI had calculated the crime rate by toting up reports to local police departments. Although academic criminologists might grumble about sloppy police record-keeping, the FBI’s method made good-enough sense. When crime is generally low, confidence in the police will be relatively high and most crimes, at least most serious crimes, will be reported. But as the crime wave of the 1960s and 1970s tore up American cities, citizens simply ceased bothering with the useless trip to the police station to report that their purses had been snatched, that they had been stabbed, that they had been raped. The police came under intensifying pressure from local political figures to protect their city’s or town’s image by shaving their reports. Future U.S. Attorney General Edward Levi estimated in 1973 that more than one-third of all crimes were going unreported. That same year the Justice Department introduced a more scientific technique for measuring crime, the victimization survey. Pollsters interviewed statistical samples of the population, and asked them whether they had suffered a crime in the past year. The first of the new reports arrived in the summer of 1975, and its results were horrifying. It found that 37 million Americans—meaning one household out of every four—had suffered a rape,  robbery, assault, burglary, larceny, or auto theft in 1973. In cities of more than 100,000 population, the victimization rate was one household out of every three.

A feeling of constant and imminent menace pervaded the country, and especially its big cities. The 1974 movie, Death, Wish, captures the mood of dread. Charles Bronson plays a New York architect, a self-described “bleeding-heart liberal,” whose wife is murdered and whose daughter is raped by three thugs who force their way into the family’s apartment. The police do not catch the killers. They do not much try. They fill out forms, make some routine inquiries—and then forget about it. As a precinct captain explains, the city is suffering thirty murders a week. How could anyone investigate them all? A friend gives Bronson a gun, and he begins to prowl the streets and subways at night. Never has Manhattan looked more terrifying. The wind is chill; the streets are empty; the few law-abiding pedestrians pull their collars up around their ears, and hear and see nothing. At first by accident, then deliberately, Bronson tempts muggers to attack him. It seldom takes him long. The criminals are lurking everywhere. They approach their victims in total arrogance, without even a glance over their shoulder for the police. They know the police aren’t coming. And in fact, the only police action we see in the movie is a furious manhunt to capture Bronson, the vigilante killer.

The corruption, indifference, or malevolence of the police is taken for granted in the decade’s movies, and in particular its two most colossal commercial successes, The Godfather and The Godfather Part II. In the first Godfather, a Sicilian man comes to Don Corleone because a bribed police officer has dropped the charges against his daughter’s rapist. The don reproachfully asks the man why he went to the law instead of to his friends. The makers of The Godfather were of course attempting to score an ironic mid-1970s point: The police and the courts are just as crooked as the gangsters. But the audiences that thronged the theaters were cheering Don Corleone without irony. Here at last was a leader who maintained order and dispensed justice, who upheld clear and certain rules and punished those who violated them, who heeded the moral  sense of his community rather than championing those who defied its norms.

A 1979 survey by the National Education Association discovered that 110,000 teachers, one out of every twenty members of the union, had been the victim of a physical attack by a student in the 1978-79 academic year. A Gallup survey taken in July 1975—in the middle of the worst economic downturn since 1937 and the steepest rise in the cost of living since the collapse of the Confederate dollar—asked city-dwellers to name their worst problem. Five percent cited inflation. Eleven percent identified unemployment. Twenty-one percent named crime. A majority of adults, and more than three-quarters of women, living in large cities told pollsters that they were afraid to walk in their own neighborhoods at night. The sociologist Jonathan Rieder lived for a year in the early 1970s in the Jewish and Italian New York neighborhood of Canarsie, near Kennedy airport. He described a meeting in a synagogue basement after a rash of muggings and beatings near the local subway station. An old man with a thick Yiddish accent demanded to know why the neighborhood could not get more police: “So broken ribs and shoulders are not enough? We need a murder too?” A somber elderly woman said, “I am locked up like in the ghettoes of Europe.” “I am afraid of people knocking down my door. I still am not free.”8

Franklin D. Roosevelt, the president who was a hero to everyone in that basement, had declared “freedom from fear” one of the four freedoms for which World War II was being fought. Only a decade before, New Yorkers had enjoyed that freedom. In November 1965, New York and the entire Northeast were plunged into darkness by a power failure, but the dimming of the lights did not unravel the fabric of civilization. “Although many merchants feared looting and violence, the police reported little such trouble. Many New Yorkers even seemed merry. There was the same air of revelry that often accompanies a heavy snowstorm,” reported the New York Times the following morning. Only five people were arrested for looting.

A dozen years later, on July 13, 1977, New York’s power went out again. This time New York exploded into horrifying urban mayhem. “The marauders  had moved almost as though on signal at the start of the power blackout, and continued brazenly through daylight hours even though city police were on a full mobilization,” the Daily News reported “Youths in the Bronx could be seen trucking off supermarket goods in shopping carts. ... The looters had no pattern: hit-and-run break-ins struck parts of Manhattan and Queens and whole streets of stores were ripped off in Brooklyn and the Bronx. In the Bronx, thieves used the cover of darkness to steal 50 new Pontiacs from Ace Pontiac, 1921 Jerome Ave. at 177th Street. When the cars were recovered later in parts of the city, they were found stripped clean of parts.... In Yonkers, a Molotov cocktail and eggs were thrown at passing patrol cars. Twenty persons were arrested for looting in Getty Square, near City Hall. In the Sunset Park section of Brooklyn, youths were seen driving their car up on the sidewalk to a targeted store. Ropes or chains were tied between the protective grating of the store and the car’s back bumper. The car then pulled away, the grating tumbled off, and the looters swept into the store.” More than 550 policemen were injured; 4,500 looters were arrested.

Arrested—but almost certainly not punished. American society had made a quiet, collective decision in the 1950s and early 1960s to view crime more indulgently. This disinclination to arrest and punish was inspired by two powerful emotions, pride and guilt.

Pride: Mid-century Americans felt much more certain than we do now that they had unlocked the secrets of human behavior. In the era of B. F. Skinner, explaining human conduct in moralistic terms exposed one as sadly out of date. Just as “madness” had been transmuted into “mental illness” and “idleness” into “unemployment,” so “crime” was reinterpreted as “delinquency,” an unfortunate inability to bring one’s conduct into line with the expectations of society. And as it was cruel and futile to jail the mentally ill and the unemployed, it was very nearly as foolish to jail the delinquent. The intelligent thing to do, from everybody’s point of view, was to rehabilitate the delinquent or—even better—prevent delinquency from arising in the first place by rooting out the causes of crime. True, there was the awkward difficulty that nobody could agree on what those  all-important causes might be. Was crime a psychological problem? Or was it sociological? But whatever caused crime, thoughtful Americans refused to accept punishment as anything but a last desperate resort, and they judged the need for punishment a failure as much of society as of the delinquent himself.

Guilt: In the 1960s, punishing crime stringently inevitably meant punishing blacks disproportionately. Before World War II, crime and race were two quite distinct subjects in the northern and western states. Of the 2,100 felons sentenced to New York state penitentiaries in the year ending in June 1941, some 1,600 were white.9 The stereotypical criminal in the cities of the North was the Irish tough in his knit sweater and derby hat, the Sicilian hoodlum with his greased hair and knife, or the Jewish bootlegger and pimp (of the 2,100 convicts sentenced in 1941, 145 had been raised in what the state called the “Hebrew” faith).10 Between 1940 and 1960, however, some two million blacks migrated northward in search of better opportunities. As the sons and grandsons of the migrants came of age, the face of crime in the north and west darkened. In the 1960s, blacks, 12 percent of the population, committed more than half of the nation’s serious crimes. Embarrassed judges and juries refrained from convicting and jailing criminals. Parole boards set prisoners free earlier and with fewer questions asked. Reported crime rates more than doubled between 1960 and 1970, but the total number of criminals in prison actually fell, from 212,953 federal and state inmates in 1960 to 196,429 in 1970.11

Policing lapsed. The population of the city of Los Angeles, for example, grew by 30 percent between 1950 and 1966. Over those same sixteen years, the Los Angeles Police Department added 698 officers to its 1950 roster of 4,442, an increase of only 15 percent. The death penalty was quietly abandoned. Although the number of murders in the United States jumped from nine thousand in 1960 to fifteen thousand in 1970 and more than twenty thousand in 1975, only three men suffered the maximum punishment for first-degree murder in the whole United States in the fourteen years between 1965 and 1979—despite a Supreme Court decision in 1976 reaffirming  capital punishment’s constitutionality.

Ex-convicts could no longer be denied the right to vote, the California Supreme Court held in a seven-zero decision in March 1973. In February 1975, Vaughan Booker of Pennsylvania, who was serving a life sentence for killing his wife, was made a deacon of the chapel of Grater-ford State Prison, the first convicted murderer ordained by the Episcopal Church. It neatly symbolized the new tenderness toward criminality when the New York Times in 1977 purged from its stylebook the rule that convicted felons were to be referred to only by their last names. Henceforward they were to be “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” or “Miss,” just like everyone else.

Since the causes of crime were increasingly attributed to society, rather than the criminal, the federal government and the states very logically hurled themselves with enthusiasm into the task of social reform: building public housing, funding summer jobs for youth, boosting welfare payments, squeezing the unemployment rate toward 3 percent, outlawing discrimination in hiring, housing, and public accommodation, appropriating billions of dollars of federal aid for early childhood education, and on and on in fulfillment of all the most precious hopes of every criminologist ever to bring home a degree from the fabled University of Chicago sociology department. No gardener ever attacked root causes more vigorously. Alas, the more tenderly society tried to salvage its delinquents, the more crime it got. We’re still arguing over precisely what went wrong. Was it that welfare weakened family structures and multiplied the number of fatherless young men seeking to prove their manhood? Did criminals rationally assess the risks of getting caught and decide that crime paid better than it used to? Did the relatively declining pay for unskilled work after 1973 lure uneducated young men into criminal careers? Did a century of black rage and resentment finally explode into an undeclared guerilla war? Or was it perhaps a little of each and every one of these explanations, and a dozen others beside, that caused the post-1960 crime surge? For our story what matters is not the origins of the crime wave, but its result. In the span of a very few years, the explosion of criminality utterly discredited the liberal  ideas that had governed American public life since the war. It was already true in 1965 that a majority of Americans felt that the courts treated crime too leniently, but this sort of law-and-order conservatism remained a red-neck view. In 1965, the majority of college-educated Americans still believed that the courts either were getting crime right or should become more lenient still.

When the question about the leniency of the courts was repeated in 1974, the college graduates were nearly as furious at the courts as their less-credentialed neighbors. A crushing 85 percent majority damned the courts as too soft, and this time there was no difference between the replies of men and women or between high-school dropouts and holders of postgraduate degrees.12 Between 1949 and 1973, the proportion of Americans expressing “great confidence” in the Supreme Court plunged from 83.4 percent to 32.6 percent in the University of Michigan’s poll, and to 28 percent in the Lou Harris poll—the steepest drop for any branch of government.

Crime was to the liberalism of the 1960s, Moynihan observed, what communism was to the liberalism of the 1940s: the issue that “forced the left-liberal intellectuals of the country to see that the masses really were not with them on issues of fundamental importance.”13 Americans had trusted their political leaders, their university professors of criminology, their liberal newspaper columnists, their judges and district attorneys—and in return their daughters had been raped, their mothers robbed on the way home from church, their cars stolen, their houses burgled. Understandably, they boiled with rage. In the three years 1965-68, the proportion of Americans who said they believed in the death penalty jumped to 48 percent from 38 percent. Over the next eight years, the proportion jumped again, to 67 percent. (By 1997, 75 percent of Americans expressed support for the death penalty.)14 It was crime that convinced Americans that George Wallace was right: Those pointy-headed know-it-alls in the black robes and at the college lecturer’s rostrum really could not “park a bicycle straight.”

After 1969, Richard Nixon’s Supreme Court chipped away at the more extreme pro-defendant precedents of the Warren Court. Prison sentences  extended longer, more cops were hired, new prisons built. Alas, it was like chasing a diesel train on a unicycle. By the late 1970s, some 40 million serious crimes were being committed in the United States a year. Only about 142,000 criminals per year were being sent to jail.15 Americans drew a stern conclusion from that grim arithmetic: If the authorities cannot and will not protect my family, I must do the job myself. Between 1959 and 1973, the percentage of Americans who owned a handgun jumped from 32 percent to 42 percent.16 Membership in the National Rifle Association tripled over the fifteen years after the Watts riot from 600,000 in 1964 to 1.9 million in 1981.17

Above all, Americans responded to crime the way they always have responded to bad situations: by hitching up their wagons. America was still to a very surprising degree a pre-suburban country in 1965. Camden, New Jersey; Oakland, California; Bridgeport, Connecticut; Gary, Indiana, and other smaller centers of heavy industry might have lost some of their railroad-age gleam, but Detroit, Chicago, Queens, Cleveland, and Los Angeles still throbbed with blue-collar life. If the great cities of America could not guarantee them the life they wanted, however, the urban working class was ready to move on, farther and farther out from the crime and welfare of the decaying cities. And these refugees from the ravaged cities of industrial America did not much appreciate it when the leaders whose policies they blamed for wrecking their old neighborhoods then told them that they were bigots for seeking homes where their kids could play on the streets without fear of having their bikes stolen.




ON THE LINE

EARLY IN 1970, A REPORTER FOR FORTUNE MAGAZINE TOURED THE AUTOMOBILE plants of Michigan. On the streets below his New York office, long-haired  protesters were fighting with hard-hatted construction workers. In the Midwest, the protesters were the workers. “The visual evidence of a new youthful individuality is abundant in the assembly plants,” the reporter wrote. “Along the main production lines and in the subassembly areas there are beards, and shades, long hair here, a peace medallion there, occasionally some beads—above all, young faces, curious eyes. Those eyes have watched carefully as dissent has spread in the nation. These men are well aware that bishops, soldiers, diplomats, even Cabinet officers, question orders these days and dispute commands. They have observed that demonstrations and dissent have usually been rewarded. They do not look afraid, and they don’t look as if they would take much guff. They are creatures of their times.”18

It was not the war in Vietnam that was sparking dissent in these young men, but their work on the line. A twenty-two-year-old assembly worker at the Ford plant in Dearborn told Fortune that his job was “boring, monotonous.” He felt himself to be “just a number.” A thirty-two-year-old worker at Cadillac complained that his job stunted his mind. “They tell you to do the job the way it’s wrote, even if you find a better way.” A thirty-one-year-old union committeeman complained: “You’re like in a jail cell—except they have more time off in prison. You can’t do personal things, get a haircut, get your license plates, make a phone call.” Line workers even had to request permission to visit the bathroom. Older workers tolerated this petty authoritarianism. They had seen worse in the army, and they had mortgages to pay. But at the beginning of 1970, one-third of the line-workers at the Big Three automakers were younger than thirty.

If these young workers were chafing against low pay or meager benefits, their unions would have been glad to champion them. But the disaffected workers’ grievances were not economic. They were rebelling against the conditions of their work, not the remuneration for it—against bossiness, not the boss. On that issue, their unions were wary. When United Autoworkers President Doug Fraser observed that “the young workers won’t accept the same old kinds of discipline their fathers had,”  he appeared to understand that the discipline he imposed was scarcely more welcome than that imposed by Henry Ford II.

The discontent on the line expressed itself not in protest but in spontaneous acts of sabotage. One-quarter of Ford’s assembly-line workers quit in 1970. Unexcused absences from work doubled at Ford and General Motors between 1961 and 1970, spiking upward most sharply in 1969-70. In the spring of 1970, 5 percent of General Motors’ workers were missing without excuse on any given day. On Fridays and Mondays, up to 10 percent of the workforce failed to show up. At GM’s most troubled plant, a Chevrolet factory in Baltimore, absenteeism shot up from 3 percent on a typical day in 1966 to 7.5 percent in 1970. Disgruntled workers took to vandalizing cars, especially the expensive models. Fortune reported that “screws have been left in brake drums, tool handles welded into fender compartments (to cause mysterious, unfindable and eternal rattles), paint scratched, and upholstery cut.”19

Rebellion flared hottest at the auto plants, but the surly mood observed by Fortune’s reporter in Detroit was echoed across the nation in the 1970s. In a poll that asked whether “hourly paid workers in your company are more conscientious about their work than a generation ago, or less,” only 2 percent of managers deemed the workers of 1970 more conscientious than the workers of 1950; 63 percent condemned them as less conscientious.  20 The workers did not like their managers any better than their managers liked them: A 1977 survey of 159 firms found more job dissatisfaction than at any time since the survey was first taken in 1952.21

This mutual hostility took aback a country that had come to expect peace and quiet on the job. In 1960, the bloody labor unrest of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had receded into the half-forgotten past. The Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 and the booming prosperity of the postwar years calmed the labor violence of 1877 to 1937 with a new deal: Management won the right to run its factories in what it regarded as the most efficient way; and in return unionized American blue-collar workers earned the highest wages in the world, wages that exceeded those of the lower echelons of the white-collar workforce. But that new deal was  rooted in a world that had not long left to live, not, at any rate, on American soil—a world in which wealth was earned with brawn and sweat.

“We Americans love big things!” Theodore Roosevelt had proudly boasted, and as if to vindicate him, mid-century America had built big dams, big towers, and big bridges. Every one of the seven tallest buildings now standing in the United States was built before 1974,22 as were eight of the ten tallest dams,23 and all twenty of the longest-spanned bridges.24  Huge automobile plants and steel mills hulked over the mid-century landscape. Twelve thousand men worked at U.S. Steel’s great Duquesne Works in the Monangahela Valley; 18,000 men labored at its South Works, Chicago’s single largest employer in 1945. Big firms loomed large not just physically, but also economically. The twenty-five biggest American corporations of 1969 employed almost 7 percent of the U.S. labor force; the twenty-five biggest of 1998 employed only 4.5 percent. Big corporations predominated emotionally as well. The glamour companies of late twentieth-century America were relatively small. Microsoft, for instance, employed only 30,000 people in 1998. The exciting companies of 1969 were behemoths like General Motors, ITT, and Union Carbide.

Supervising and controlling so many hundreds of thousands of workers might seem an impossible task. Modern companies despair of it, and re-engineer themselves as federations of virtually independent units. The managers of the 1960s were, however, undaunted. Working in a world of giant units came naturally to them. The chief executive officer set broad strategic goals. His staff conveyed those goals to the division managers. The division managers issued orders to their subordinates. At long last, via an immense chain of command of steadily diminishing power and importance, the directives from HQ reached the unit leader, the foreman, the sergeant of the American industrial army. He in turn barked them out to the men on the line, insisting that they be executed to the letter.

Charlie Chaplin satirized the dehumanizing quality of this system in the 1930s, but one can see why mid-century managers gravitated to it. The men on the American factory line in the early days of this century were the rawest of industrial recruits: peasants newly arrived from the miserable  villages of Russia or Italy, Okies fleeing the dust bowl of the Southwest, displaced black sharecroppers only a generation or two removed from slavery. Working by the clock rather than by the hours of the sun and the seasons of the year, working in noise and soot rather than in the open air, working surrounded by machines that could kill a man in an instant: These were alien experiences for them. They did not always speak English and they could less often read it. Setting them at a simple, repetitive task under the watchful eye of a foreman ensured that they did their unfamiliar work steadily, without undue risk to machines or men. In a world in which distance was large and communication less than instantaneous, a millefeuille  of supervisory management also seemed to serve a genuine function: Headquarters needed to be in New York, where the money was borrowed and the dividends paid, while the factories needed to be in the Midwest, where the coal and iron came from, and only the post office and a costly long-distance telephone connected them.

But institutions are conservative things, which do not easily recognize when a once-functional behavior has become dysfunctional. “I think we’ve just gone through a decade of rather surprisingly bad decisions by businessmen worldwide. Some of them so bad that nobody could have guessed it,” complained the president of truck-engine maker Cummings Motor in 1976.25 “Your people aren’t lazy and incompetent! They just look that way,” cheerfully proclaimed the business best-seller of 1970, Up the Organization  by former Avis president Robert Townsend. “They’re beaten by all the overlapping and interlocking policies, rules and systems encrusting your company.”26

The young workers of the postwar economy chafed against the restrictions and controls that their parents had accepted. With Patrick McGoohan in the cult television series The Prisoner, they shouted, “I am not a number! I am a free man!”—only to hear back the sinister off-camera reply, “You are number six.” These disaffected baby boomers became increasingly willing to accept a new accusation against American business. Not only did it grind the face of its workers and undercut and destroy its virtuous small competitors, as the muckrakers of 1900 charged, but it  cheated and bored its customers. At first, this discontent expressed itself in the complaint that the products of American industry were excessively luxurious. “The disparity between what modern man needs and what the modern corporation produces appears to be widening,” argued two critics of American capitalism in the 1974 radical classic Global Reach,27 and as proof they cited the wood-veneered American color television set, with its chunky dial that was always breaking off in your hand and that cost the average worker more than a week’s pay. A simple one-channel black-and-white television set could be manufactured for only $9, the authors asserted, and wasn’t that really good enough? Americans, though, have seldom been an ascetic people. The baby boomers might buy books praising a Soviet one-channel television or a Volkswagen Beetle, but what they yearned for—without yet knowing it—was a sleek black 49-inch full-color digital monster, with 500-channel cable reception, a built-in DVD player, and a remote control that could double as NORAD’s nuclear-missile console. They wanted a Lincoln Navigator with a walnut dashboard, satellite geopositioning locator, and six-zone air conditioning. What irked the new generation of consumers about the goods manufactured by American industry was not that they were too costly, but that they were too crummy.

Mass production is a radically egalitarian institution. In the early 1960s, the doctor and his plumber used exactly the same telephone, sat on very similar chairs, drove virtually the same car (the doctor’s was called a Cadillac and was upholstered more luxuriously, but was otherwise indistinguishable from the plumber’s Chevrolet), and unless they lived in a very big city, shopped in the same department store. It would be wrong to exaggerate the homogeneity of mid-century America—there were plenty of Southern sharecroppers and destitute widows without the means to buy much of anything at all—but it would be fair to say that the gap between the goods available to the middle- and the upper-middle classes was much smaller thirty-five years ago than it is today. As American incomes became more unequal after 1973, however, American industry’s virtuosity at delivering adequate goods at low prices stopped impressing its customers. The doctor who had once contentedly snapped pictures with a Kodak Instamatic  now wanted a Nikon. Instead of a Philco radio, he headed to the stereo shop for a brushed-steel Yamaha amplifier and pre-amp. He put aside Johnny Walker as he discovered single malts, and traded in his Caddy for a Mercedes or Jaguar. His wife stopped shopping on the top floor of Sears, and headed out to the Saks Fifth Avenue that had opened at the new mall.

The 1970s were the decade when imported manufactured goods began to arrive on American shores in appreciable numbers. In only four years, 1975 through 1978, the U.S. trade deficit with Japan multiplied by ten, from $1.7 billion to $11.6 billion.28 By 1979, one-quarter of all the manufactured goods sold in the United States were made abroad, up from near-zero in the early 1960s.29 Toyota, Honda, Nissan nameplates crowded the parking lots. In 1981, the Reagan administration struck a deal with Japan to cap car sales in the United States at 1.67 million a year, or one new car of every four then sold.

American business pitifully tried to keep up by decking out its mass-produced goods with ever-more absurd veneers of pseudo-luxury: the “Coreentheean  leather” of the Chrysler Cordoba touted by actor Ricardo Montalban in a commercial that every junior high school boy learned to mimic. The results, alas, were goods that were simultaneously costly and crummy. A vast tsunami of shlock roared through American homes in those years. The remains of the great wave still litter basements and garages across the land: boxes of unspooled eight-track cassettes, discarded pieces of orange modular chesterfields; spongy nylon Pierre Cardin track suits; clock radios that snapped after the third use. People may have bought the stuff, but they were not long fooled by it. In 1966, when asked by the Lou Harris poll to rate the job business was doing bringing them goods of high quality, 75 percent of Americans offered a grade of “good” or “excellent.” When the question was repeated in 1971, only 47 percent of Americans said that business was doing a good or excellent job. A 1977 survey by the University of Michigan’s National Opinion Research Center found that 27 percent of American workers felt so ashamed of the quality of the products they were making that they would not want to buy them for themselves.






“I AM NOT A CROOK”

“I AM NOT A CROOK.” WHEN PRESIDENT NIXON PRONOUNCED THAT SENTENCE before an audience of newspaper executives in November 1973, he pointed the gun at his own temple and pulled the trigger. It might have been wiser, in fact, for him to go on television and proclaim—yes, I am a crook. With Americans as cynical as they then were, they might well have refused to believe him.

An ABC News poll conducted within days of the “I am not a crook” comment found that 59 percent of Americans did not believe “much of what the president says these days.” Still the damning details tumbled out. The famous eighteen-minute gap—a series of almost certainly deliberate erasures in a potentially damning tape—was revealed by Special Prosecutor Leon Jaworski later that same month. Eight weeks later, on January 25, 1974, a California state official reported that the deed donating Nixon’s vice presidential papers to the National Archives had been backdated by more than a year to qualify for a half-million dollar tax deduction. In March, Nixon confessed that his earlier denials of knowledge about the payment of hush money to the Watergate burglars had been false. He had indeed known all along. In July the Supreme Court ruled that Nixon must surrender all his White House tapes to Jaworski. The “smoking gun” tape that proved Nixon was aware of the Watergate cover-up from its inception was promptly discovered, and on August 8, 1974, the president announced his resignation. Vice president Spiro Agnew had resigned ten months before, on October 10, 1973, and pled “no contest” to charges of corruption during his tenure as governor of Maryland.

American politics have seldom been pure. But in the past, Americans were able to absorb the news of the Tweed Ring or Teapot Dome or the influence-peddling of the Truman years without losing faith in the ultimate goodness of their political system. The system worked despite the inevitable human weaknesses of the men who led it. Educated Americans had long understood that the story of George Washington and the cherry  tree was a myth. It was understood and accepted that presidents sometimes had to lie about military and intelligence matters. President Dwight Eisenhower lied in 1960 when he denied that the United States was spying from the air on the Soviet Union; Franklin Roosevelt lied about his preparations for war. But with the semi-exception of Warren Harding, the dozen presidents to occupy the White House between 1884 and 1960 were all men of unquestioned personal integrity. There were scandals of course. But the scandals never touched the man at the top. Even Harding was never proven guilty of anything worse than negligence and credulity. (“Harding wasn’t a bad man,” Alice Roosevelt Longworth cruelly quipped. “He was just a slob.”)

Watergate, however, uncorked a flood of disturbing revelations about the institution of the presidency. One abusive president the country could perhaps shrug off. Between 1960 and 1974, the country was governed by three in a row. Nixon’s financial maneuvers were shabby, but they amounted to a nickel on the dollar compared to the depredations of Lyndon Johnson, who used his power in the Senate and the White House grossly to enrich himself. Johnson extracted licenses from the Federal Communications Commission for Texas television stations—he took the precaution of applying in his wife’s name—and he leaned on industry for gifts and favors. Testifying before the House of Representatives in November 1973 about illegal contributions to the Nixon campaign, the head of the country’s largest milk producers’ cooperative revealed that he had also struck a deal with then-President Lyndon Johnson to lease Johnson’s personal plane from a Johnson family holding company at a price the milk producers regarded as “plush.” After Johnson left office, the milk producers tried to renegotiate the onerous contract. Johnson refused. Their president realized that they had better just knuckle under. “It became plain to me,” he testified, that he was “in no position to charge the immediate past president of the United States with being party to a fraudulent transaction.” Luis Salas, a Texas judge, confessed in July 1977 that he personally certified 202 ballots that he knew to be fraudulent in order to win Lyndon Johnson’s first Senate election for him. Johnson’s margin  of victory in the August 1948 Democratic primary was only eighty-seven votes. “Johnson did not win the election,” Salas said. “It was stolen for him.”30

As the son of one of the country’s richest men, John F. Kennedy had no need to scrounge for dollars. He had, however, other vices, and the country now learned of them. In December 1975, William Safire—a former Nixon speechwriter who became a columnist for the New York Times—broke the story that Kennedy had had a sexual affair with Judith Exner, nee Judith Campbell, at the same time that she was sexually involved with gangster Sam Giancana, who also happened to be Kennedy’s co-conspirator in anti-Castro plots. Exner published her autobiography in 1977,31 triggering an avalanche of JFK sexual revelations: his wartime romance with a Danish woman believed by the FBI to be a German spy, his smuggling of prostitutes into the White House swimming pool, even his liaison with Marilyn Monroe. (A relationship between Robert Kennedy and Monroe had been rumored since 1964, when a California investigator, Frank Cappell, published a pamphlet titled “The Strange Death of Marilyn Monroe,” but the much briefer JFK-Monroe connection was hushed up). Because Lyndon Johnson preyed on stenographers rather than starlets and Mafia molls, his sexual adventuring remained secret until his bloodhound biographer Robert Caro sleuthed it out in the 1980s.

Maybe the country could have shaken off even all this. But there was still more. Watergate inspired a national revulsion against petty political corruption—and emboldened U.S. attorneys all over the country to believe that it was their job to root it out. Indictments of office-holders by federal grand juries climbed from sixty-three in 1970 to 337 in 1976. Two-thirds of these indictments ended in convictions. The prosecutors thought they were cleaning up the system. Possibly they even succeeded. But the more zealously Washington tried to perfect the country, the more defective the country looked. April 1973, for instance, was one of the most sensational months in the Watergate investigation. John Dean testified before the Senate Watergate committee, and Nixon’s chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, and his chief domestic adviser, John Ehrlichman, both resigned. And here’s  what a conscientious citizen who opened his newspaper to the inside pages would have read over those same few weeks:

On March 28, two Chicago alderman were indicted for accepting bribes for their role in a rezoning scandal. On April 3, a Democratic state legislator in Maryland was indicted for distributing forty pounds of heroin. On April 6, the mayor of Miami and two Dade County judges were indicted for taking bribes to reduce the sentences of convicted felons. On April 10, a Maryland state senator was indicted for tax evasion. On April 12, the district attorney for Queens, New York, was indicted for blocking prosecution of a fraud in which some of his aides had been involved. On April 19, former Illinois Governor Otto Kerner—the chairman of the famed Kerner Commission convened by President Johnson to investigate urban riots—was sentenced to three years in prison and fined $50,000 on conspiracy, perjury, fraud, bribery, and income-tax charges. The former revenue director for the state received an equal sentence the same day.

Over the course of the remaining sixteen months of the Watergate scandal, more than a dozen senior administration officials were forced to resign. Two attorneys general were indicted—one, John Mitchell, went to jail. So did both Haldeman and Ehrlichman. Over those same sixteen months, a former Republican congressman from Pennsylvania was convicted of criminal mail fraud, the president of the Newark city council pled guilty to income tax fraud, a sitting Democratic congressman from New York was indicted for helping a Mafia figure obtain government contracts, one Republican member of the Senate Watergate committee gave up re-election to fight an indictment for bribery, the mayor of Camden, New Jersey was indicted for corruption and perjury, the lieutenant governor of California was indicted for perjury, the former chief judge of the U.S. Customs Court was indicted for perjury in a corruption case, and the chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission resigned after confessing to repeated perjuries in connection with the Watergate investigation. In March 1975, Otto Kerner’s misery got company when a former governor of Oklahoma, David Hall, was convicted of bribery and extortion. The next month, George Hansen of Idaho became the first sitting congressman  since 1956 to be sent to jail. Hansen’s distinction did not last long. In March 1977, two other members of Congress were indicted for taking bribes from a South Korean businessman. In 1979, seven members of Congress, one of them a U.S. senator, were indicted after they took money from FBI agents posing as rich Arabs seeking help with an immigration petition. (All of the seven were ultimately convicted.)

The corruption leaked down the chain of command from local politicians to local cops. In 1973, the United States was rocked by three sensational exposes of police misconduct: one in Indianapolis, another in Philadelphia, a third in New York City. A six-month series of articles in the Indianapolis Star charged that “a multimillion dollar narcotics business in Indianapolis, fed by hundreds of burglaries and robberies, flourishes because of collusion among some policemen, the county judicial system, and narcotics peddlers.” The Star accused the chief of police and his deputy of accepting bribes to protect prostitution, narcotics, bootlegging, and gambling rackets. Both men were fired. In March 1973, a fourteen hundred-page report by the Pennsylvania Crime Commission was made public. It concluded that corruption was “on going, widespread, systematic, and occurring at all levels of the police department” of the city of Philadelphia, and estimated that four hundred officers were receiving payoffs from racketeers and prostitutes. Corruption on the New York force inspired the 1973 best-seller and hit movie,  Serpico.

The corruption extended from the politicians to the businessmen who paid their bills. Nixon’s fund-raisers had squeezed corporate America to fund his extravagant re-election campaign. Executive pay was a lot lower in the 1970s than it is today, and the amounts extracted often exceeded the donors’ ability to pay. The president of American Airlines, for instance, was asked for a gift equivalent to one-quarter of his salary. With airlines then tightly regulated by the president’s appointees on the Civil Aeronautics Board, he felt in no position to refuse. Businessmen like him often succumbed to the temptation to find a way to pay for the donation out of the company treasury, either by reimbursing themselves for their  campaign donations or by creating a slush fund that could give cash gifts undetected.

This was illegal. Corporate gifts to political campaigns had been outlawed in 1907, and the managers of a company that violated the ban could face criminal charges. But since Nixon, not corporate America, was their target, the Watergate prosecutors offered illegal donors what the 1970s called “an offer they couldn’t refuse”: lenient treatment to any corporation that voluntarily confessed its infractions of the campaign finance laws. The prosecutors were nearly trampled by the ensuing stampede of sinners to the penitents’ bench. What the corporations had to confess was more than just an occasional lapse of judgment. In 1974-75, Americans learned that their great corporations had for decades been ignoring the laws meant to protect their democracy from the plutocrats—and that the two great political parties had connived to help them.

Some companies would build up reserves in secret bank accounts overseas and then smuggle the money into the country—literally, in briefcases filled with twenties and hundreds. At Braniff Airlines, for example, the company would end each year with a small surplus of unaccounted-for cash taken in by gate agents who failed to record ticket sales properly, which often happened in those days when airline tickets were still written out by hand and often paid for in cash. Braniff used that money to build a campaign slush fund; $40,000 from the fund went to Nixon. Companies with overseas operations were in a position to give even more. Officers of 3M smuggled more than $630,000 in cash into the United States in the 1960s and 1970s to give to political campaigns. Northrop, a major defense contractor, gave $476,000 to the Nixon campaign; $50,000 of that money was used to buy the (short-lived) silence of the Watergate burglars. By early 1976 the Watergate special prosecutors office had successfully prosecuted eighteen American corporations for illegal donations to the Nixon campaign.

Campaign law-breaking seemed so prevalent that the Securities and Exchange Commission, still reeling from the forced resignation of its chairman, decided in 1975 to audit all the political activities of publicly  traded companies. It quickly discovered that the gifts U.S. companies made at home were dwarfed by the vast scale of their political influence-buying abroad. Northrop was revealed to have spent $30 million to grease its arms sales overseas. Exxon had contributed $44 million, most of it illegally, to Italian political parties, including the Italian Communist Party, and had then falsified its records to hide its actions. Gulf Oil had made payoffs in Bolivia and given a helicopter to the country’s president. Gulf had also secretly contributed millions to the South Korean ruling party. The oil company’s chairman and two senior officers resigned in disgrace. Lockheed had bribed the prime minister of Japan. RJ Reynolds admitted to millions of dollars of illegal campaign contributions at home and abroad. Alcoa and its subsidiaries confessed to paying bribes to secure their bauxite mines in Jamaica. United Brands, the successor to United Fruit, dispensed more than $1 million to senior officials in Honduras in 1974 to ward off confiscation of its plantations in that country. Altogether, thirty major companies were investigated, sued, or ordered to change their ways of doing business.

One might well wonder who the villains really were in these bribery cases. Did these companies bribe politicians or were they succumbing to threats? But Americans were in no mood for philosophical musings. Of the three presidents after 1960, the first stood exposed as a womanizing rogue who abused the FBI and IRS, who was implicated in assassinations and attempted assassinations, and who wiretapped Martin Luther King, Jr. The second owed his political career to stuffed ballot boxes, had corruptly enriched himself, had lied the country into Vietnam, and had also wiretapped King. The third had orchestrated a campaign of lies to cover up multiple crimes, had chiseled on his income tax, had chosen a corrupt governor as his vice president, and had bankrolled his campaigns with illegal corporate gifts. “I am not a crook”? It was looking like a good working assumption that everybody was a crook.

To weed the crookedness out, Americans hastily erected a vast internal system of snooping and checking, culminating in the independent counsel law of 1978. This law transferred responsibility for enforcing honesty in  the executive branch from the attorney general to an outside official appointed by a three-judge panel. But these endless investigations—there would be seventeen between 1978 and 1999, most lasting for years and costing millions or tens of millions of dollars—only stoked suspicions. If government were honest, the investigations would scarcely be needed in the first place, would they?

The events of the 1970s have now slipped into the past. The young voters who cast their first ballot in the 2000 presidential election were born on the tenth anniversary of the Watergate burglary. Watergate is to them a story as creaky as the struggle over the New Deal was to those adults born in the first year of the baby boom. Yet the New Deal is not remote—its crown jewel, Social Security, costs you 12.6 percent of every paycheck—and neither is the explosion of scandalous revelations we sum up as Watergate. Echoes of that explosion can be heard to this day in the awkward silence that fills the room every time a national leader appeals to the American people for their trust.




WILD AND CRAZY GUYS

ON SUNDAY, JUNE 26, 1977, THE CHARLOTTE OBSERVER PUBLISHED A STINGING front-page inquiry into the finances of Charlotte’s most famous resident, the evangelist Billy Graham. The newspaper’s story charged that the Graham ministry had amassed a mysterious trove of $22 million in land, stocks, bonds, and cash, and went on to insinuate that Graham was connected to organized crime. Land owned by his ministry, the paper said, was “secretly bought” from a company whose president “was reputed to have been in the business of helping mobsters disguise money they acquired illegally.” The New York Times and the Associated Press picked up the story the next day. Soon newspapers across the country were referring as a matter of course to “Graham’s secret fund.” Five books purporting to  expose Graham were published over the next year and a half. In one book, he was accused of enriching himself personally and of offering a famous (Jewish) gangster $10,000 to come to Christ at a rally in Madison Square Gardens. Another book, a novel, featured graphic sex scenes involving an evangelist whose life was based upon Graham’s.

It would take months for the unexciting truth to emerge. The Observer‘  s story was groundless. Graham’s personal finances were austere. He took only a modest salary from the ministry, had turned down many lucrative proposals from television and the movies, and owed his own personal wealth to the good luck that had placed his parents’ farm directly in the path of Charlotte’s growth. The very large royalties from his 1977 bestseller,  Angels: God’s Secret Agents, were donated to his alma mater, Wheaton College. The $22 million “secret fund” had been amassed entirely unsecretively to build a bible college in Asheville, North Carolina. The land had been bought in an equally above-board way for the college’s construction. All of these facts had been readily available to the editors of the Observer  . It made no difference. Billy Graham was the biggest icon in the town of Charlotte, and so it was under his nose that the local newspaper felt compelled to draw a mustache.

Media organizations are susceptible to fashion, to put it mildly, and the fashion of the 1970s was “investigative journalism.” No longer would reporters brainlessly transcribe the events of the day. Instead, like Woodward and Bernstein, they would go hunting for big game. They would track down wrongdoers, bag them, collect Pulitzers, and get rich. And if a few innocent reputations were besmirched along the way—well, that’s what the correction columns were for.

It even made a kind of business sense. Newspapers were a troubled industry in the 1970s. New York began the decade with four dailies and ended with three, Chicago started with three and finished with two, Los Angeles sank from two to one. Even the nation’s capital would have been reduced to a monopoly town had Sun Myung Moon not been able to afford to lose tens of millions of dollars a year subsidizing the Washington Times  after the 1981 demise of the Washington Star. If newspapers were to survive  in the television era, they needed a distinctive niche, and investigation promised to be it—or so the papers’ editors said when their publishers ventured onto the news floor to complain after enduring a particularly withering evening at the country club.

Investigative journalism was not, however, fated to remain a newspaper exclusive. As television cameras shrank in size and weight, television news became more mobile and adventuresome. Television went to war in Vietnam, broadcast police dogs and truncheons from Birmingham, showed the world the murder of Robert Kennedy, and flew to the moon with Neil Armstrong. In the mid-1960s, television for the first time outdistanced newspapers as the most trusted source of news. By 1975, more than one-third of all Americans said they relied exclusively on television for their news.32

Curiously, politicians were among the last Americans to understand the new medium’s significance. In 1964, Democrats and Republicans actually fought out their internal political battles on the floor of their respective party conventions in foolish disregard of the whirring cameras. George McGovern delivered his address accepting the 1972 Democratic presidential nomination from a stage crammed with defeated rivals and party panjandrums, just like Harry Truman in 1948, on the apparent theory that it was more important to keep the president of the pipefitters’ union happy than to look good on television. Four years later, the Democrats had cleared the thick-necked union bosses and the glum losers off the stage, but they had not yet learned to check their camera angles. The shot from the camera on the left of the rostrum reached up and above the speaker’s head to take in a bored conventioneer reading a paper throughout Jimmy Carter’s acceptance speech.

However little the politicians understood it, television was remaking their world. Television was in fact the only American institution to show a rise in public confidence in the 1960s and ‘70s. This may not be as much of a paradox as it seems, because—as one shrewd observer of the medium has observed—television wins credibility for itself by attacking the credit-worthiness of everyone else. Television journalists “help define public affairs  as suspect; in effect, they direct suspicion away from themselves to other persons and institutions. They have assisted the audience to project their mistrust and to select targets for their mistrust ... ” Hence the slogan of a local television station in my town and a good many others: “Channel Seven—we’re on your side.”

Nothing on television worked harder to spread mistrust than the revolutionary public-affairs show 60 Minutes, which first aired in the fall of 1968. Seven years later, it was the most-watched show on television, the first and only public affairs show to win the fantastically lucrative number-one slot. 60 Minutes pioneered almost every one of the techniques of television investigative journalism: the carefully re-edited interview, the surprise “gotcha” visit to a malefactor’s home or office, the hidden camera, the rejection of any pretense of objectivity. Week after week, it treated America to the crimes and misdeeds of its two favorite targets: the Pentagon and big business. Land fraud in Arizona, the evils of nuclear power, game-show cheating, Tupperware’s manipulative selling techniques, the abusiveness of credit checks, phosphate mining, unsanitary conditions in slaughterhouses, carcinogens in hair dye—on and on the roster of villainy went. By the late 1970s, the other networks were all desperately producing their own imitations of 60 Minutes, and local television was replicating its techniques. Australian television created a 60 Minutes of its own, mimicking the original’s methods, anti-corporate outlook, and even its name, and similar knock-offs, with similar points of view, could be seen on the British and Canadian Broadcasting Corporations.

Possibly, though, it was less the content of the television of the 1970s that fanned public distrust than it was the style; possibly Mike Wallace mattered less than comedian Steve Martin. Martin was a deceptively ordinary-looking man—conservatively dressed, his prematurely white hair cut short—who wore silly hats, told almost painfully unfunny jokes, and yodeled at his audience in an unspecifically foreign accent, “I am a wild and crazy guy!” The point to Martin’s act was that his material was excruciatingly unfunny—and that he knew it and expected the audience to know it too. Television critics liked to say that Johnny Carson was “better than his  material,” but Carson at least had material. Martin invited his audience to laugh at the old-fashioned vaudeville corniness of the assumption that any modern American might conceivably be amused by “material.” Elevated to stardom by frequent guest appearances on Saturday Night Live, the hippest program on the air in the mid-1970s, Martin taught a whole generation of young people the distant, cool, ironic sensibility summed up by the gesture he popularized—the four-fingered drawing of double-quote marks in the air.

In the 1960s, chat shows aimed at big audiences invited onto their chairs and sofas show-business figures, of course, but also novelists, adventurers and explorers, politicians, even academics. And when these figures from the land of real life ventured onto the television stage, something remarkable—by our lights—happened: They were treated with something very like dignity. They were expected to be amusing, of course, but they were not regarded by host and audience alike as intrinsically ridiculous figures who could command the camera’s affection only if, like Bob Dole on the Letterman show after his 1996 election defeat, they consented to act the buffoon. The television of the 1970s taught its audience that nobody was entitled to that sort of respect, least of all the ludicrous bigshots who once imagined they could take it for granted.




THE PARANOID MOMENT

THE HEROES OF MANY OF THE MOST POPULAR BOOKS AND MOVIES OF THE 1970s share a common problem: Their government is trying to kill them. Robert Redford is hunted down by America’s intelligence services in 1975’s Three Days of the Condor because he has learned too much about their murderous inner workings. Jack Lemmon discovers that the U.S. embassy in Chile is complicit in the kidnapping of his daughter in the 1982  movie, Missing. Warren Beatty’s 1974 Parallax View portrays the U.S. government recruiting social misfits to assassinate dissenters. The middle-aged businessman hero of Robert Ludlum’s 1972 thriller, The Osterman Weekend, is told by the CIA that one of his best friends is a Soviet agent, only to discover that it is his supposed CIA protector who is really out to get him.

Not so long before, America’s spies had been seen as vigilant defenders of democracy. The liberalism in vogue in the 1950s was a self-consciously tough-minded liberalism: cool, worldly, knowing. Arthur Schlesinger Jr. evangelized for this liberalism in the deft character sketches in his monumental, if not always reliable, three-volume history of the New Deal. Bad liberalism was sentimental about the poor, like Frances Perkins. Good liberalism was caring but unillusioned, like Harry Hopkins. Bad liberalism was self-righteous, like Harold Ickes. Good liberalism accepted human frailty, like Tommy Corcoran. Bad liberalism was pacifist, like Henry Wallace. Good liberalism met force with force, like Dean Acheson. Bad liberalism was naïve about power, like poor failed Woodrow Wilson. Good liberalism knew how to use power, like the glorious FDR—or like the ruthless but principled James Bond. Joseph Conrad had envisaged the secret agent as the paradigmatic modern man in a 1907 novel, but it was Ian Fleming’s spy who captured the imagination of postwar America. Bond is simultaneously an organization man and an individualist. He has access to the truth in a world of deception. Above all, he can do wrong for a greater good without losing his moral bearings.

Modern writers with a polemical quarrel with the 1950s like to represent those years as a time of moral naivete, the era of Ozzie and Harriet. In fact, Americans of the 1950s made something of a fetish of moral complexity. They perceived their country to be locked in a shadowy war against a totalitarian enemy. The enemy used dark methods—blackmail, propaganda, manipulation, counterfeiting, murder—and could only be defeated by an adversary willing to use those same methods. Democracies forbid themselves to do such things. But if democracy did not do them, it would lose the shadowy war. The way out of the dilemma was to  recruit a small band of men willing to lose their souls for the sake of heaven—who would commit the unspeakable acts necessary for the defense of democracy and then protect democracy a second time by keeping those acts a deadly secret. The idea that America’s most heroic defenders must of necessity go unacknowledged and unrewarded appealed to the pop existentialism of the 1950s. Years later, William F. Buckley recalled the mood of the time in a series of spy novels set in the tensest moments of the cold war. In the second of the novels, Stained Glass, the young CIA man Blackford Oakes is assigned to assassinate a charismatic young German political leader. Axel Wintergrin is brave, decent, admirable in every way—but his determination to reunify his country threatens to trigger a general war between the United States and the Soviet Union. Oakes befriends Wintergrin, warns him, attempts to avoid responsibility for his death, but ultimately cannot escape. Years later, Oakes meets Allen Dulles, the CIA head who ordered the ficticious murder. Oakes tells Dulles that the United States did the wrong thing. Dulles replies, “‘I believe you are right. I believe Wintergrin was right. The Russians—I believe—would in fact not have moved. But do you want to know something I don’t believe, Oakes?’ his voice was strained. Blackford was silent. ‘I don’t believe the lesson to draw is that we must not act because, in acting, we may prove to be wrong. And I know’—his eyes turned to meet Blackford‘s—’that you know that Axel Wintergrin thought so too.‘” “Both men,” Buckley sadly notes of Oakes and Wintergrin, “had read Camus.”33 It was not credulity but a self-conscious sophistication that led a man like Senator Leverett Saltonstall, a liberal Republican from Massachusetts, to offer in 1966 this explanation for Congress’s ignorance of the activities of the Central Intelligence Agency: “It is not a question of reluctance on the part of CIA officials to speak to us. Instead, it is a question of our reluctance, if you will, to seek information and knowledge on subjects which I personally, as a member of Congress and as a citizen, would rather not have.”

The United States managed to get surprisingly far into the century of total war without much in the way of an intelligence service. After 1940,  however, the country more than made up for lost time, and an alphabet soup of spy services was entrusted with the emergency powers of wartime. From a legal point of view, World Wars I and II did not end until 1976, when Congress finally declared a formal end to the national emergency proclaimed in April 1917. Not until 1976 would there exist a congressional committee specifically charged with oversight of the intelligence agencies. Given the breadth of the powers Congress had entrusted to the president, the real shocker was that the abuses were not even more numerous and more flagrant.

The shattering of half a century of government secrecy began in March 1971, when thieves broke into the FBI office in the aptly named town of Media, Pennsylvania, and stole a thousand files. In dribs and drabs over the next few weeks, the Media burglars released items from those files to a large number of newspapers, giving every one of them—even the Harvard Crimson—its own little exclusive. The files offered a glimpse into the FBI’s domestic intelligence operations and showed that the agency was keeping eyes on a troublingly wide range of people: local antidraft activists, a black student group at Pennsylvania Military College, and the radical daughter of a liberal congressman, Henry S. Reuss of Wisconsin. The Media revelations jolted the country. House Majority Leader Hale Boggs of Louisiana denounced the “secret police prying and spying” of the FBI, and charged that his home phone had been tapped, as had been the phones of three antiwar senators: Democrats Birch Bayh of Indiana and Wayne Morse of Oregon, and Republican Charles Percy of Illinois. Senator Harold Hughes, a Democrat from Iowa, bitterly accused President Nixon of fostering a “trend toward repression” via “the relentlessly increasing emphasis on wiretapping, bugging, no-knock entry, subpoenaing of private notebooks and tapes from news reporters, increased surveillance by the government of dissident political groups and the attempts by the government to intimidate the communications media.” Senator Sam Ervin of North Carolina, who had opened hearings into the Nixon administration’s surveillance program the previous month, declaimed in his opening statement, “When people ... grow afraid to speak  their minds freely to their government or anyone else, ... then we shall cease to be a free society.”

To the Nixon administration, these accusations were shockingly, monstrously unfair. What had Nixon done that Presidents Johnson and Kennedy had not done? As attorney general, Robert Kennedy had ordered the wiretapping of Martin Luther King Jr.—a story broken by Drew Pearson in 1968, evaded by Kennedy until his death, and confirmed in 1975. The King tap was only one of untold hundreds ordered by the Kennedy administration, an administration that Lyndon Johnson implicitly chided in a January 1967 State of the Union address that condemned the “bugging” and “snooping” of the recent past. Not that Johnson was any more averse to bugging and snooping than the Kennedys: His Justice Department renewed the order to eavesdrop on King.34

Indeed, it was one of the conceits of the early Nixon days that Republicans respected civil liberties better than Democrats. Warren Harding calmed the spy scare of 1919-20 and released Socialist Party leader Eugene Victor Debs from the prison to which the Wilson administration had sent him for opposing the draft. Woodrow Wilson segregated the federal civil service and the District of Columbia’s streetcars; Franklin Delano Roosevelt pioneered the political use of the IRS (among his victims: Joseph P. Kennedy); Harry Truman threatened to draft the miners to end a peacetime coal strike; and John F. Kennedy used the FBI to frighten the steel companies into rolling back a price increase. President Kennedy was implicated in three murder plots against heads of state: Ngo Dinh Diem of South Vietnam, Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic (cut down by CIA-provided weapons), and Fidel Castro of Cuba. “We were running a god-damned Murder, Inc., down there in the Caribbean!” Lyndon Johnson is said to have burst out when he was briefed on his predecessor’s secrets.

But the precedents of the past were going to be harder for the Nixon administration to escape than its more high-minded members hoped. For one thing, there was the character of their boss—a man who was determined  to prove himself every bit as tough as his longtime opponents and who had succumbed to the fatal delusion that the limits of the permissible were defined not by the law, but by what his opponents had managed to get away with.

Nixon was motivated by more than his personality flaws, however. He and his national security adviser Henry Kissinger were attempting to extricate the United States from Vietnam with a particularly complex three-way diplomatic carom shot. They would seek a rapprochement with China in order to push the Soviet Union into a detente with the United States, and they wanted detente with the Soviet Union so that they could squeeze North Vietnam harder without fear of international repercussions. Each step of this intricate minuet required the strictest secrecy—and when secrets leaked, as they did almost from the moment the administration began, Nixon and Kissinger were prepared to use fair means or foul to identify the culprits and fire them. The Nixon administration’s first national-security wiretaps were installed in the spring of 1969 on the phones of four journalists and a dozen national-security aides after the leak of confidential information on the administration’s arms-control negotiating strategy.

No leak inflicted consequences as lasting and fateful as that of the Pentagon Papers by a former Department of Defense consultant named Daniel Ellsberg in the spring of 1971. The Pentagon Papers were forty-seven volumes of documents on the origin and conduct of the Vietnam War assembled on orders of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. McNamara was a character who would have fascinated Euripides: a man of palpitating moral doubts entirely lacking in moral courage. He had concluded by mid-1966 that the Vietnam War was futile and unwinnable. Yet he continued to preside over it, knowingly wasting thousands of lives and tens of billions of dollars. His motive, as best as anybody can tell, was nothing so vulgar as careerism (indeed, by quitting in 1966 McNamara would have made himself a hero to the Harvard-Georgetown-Hyannisport world, the only world whose good opinion he ever cared for), but rather an inability to look his president in the face and honestly deliver bad news. Unable to  do the job himself, McNamara decided to assemble the most damning possible antiwar dossier, set it before the president, and let the documents do the talking. The idea was idiotic. Lyndon Johnson was not the sort of man to be talked out of a policy by anything so feeble as a pile of dusty old papers. He was in Vietnam for a cluster of psychic, political, and ideological reasons far beyond the ken of a Gradgrind like McNamara. Johnson believed that the American electorate tilted rightward, not leftward, and that if a civil-rights-and-welfare-spending Democratic president abandoned Vietnam to communism after 25,000 Americans had lost their lives battling it, the United States would plunge into a right-wing reaction that would make McCarthyism look like the harmless Toryism of Sir Walter Scott. Maybe Johnson was wrong about that, but that’s what he thought, and the papers were not going to change his mind. McNamara eventually figured that out and permitted Johnson to shunt him to a do-gooder job at the World Bank even before the papers were completed. Ellsberg, one of the redactors of the Papers figured it out too, but he was not prepared to go so quietly.

The Pentagon Papers demonstrated how eagerly the Kennedy administration had embraced war in Vietnam. They showed President Kennedy pressuring South Vietnam’s Diem to accept American ground troops as early as 1961, and they implicated Kennedy in the 1963 coup that ousted and murdered Diem. The Papers discredited the official version of the August 1964 attack by North Vietnamese gunboats on the destroyer Maddox that had provided President Johnson with his legal authority for war. U.S. naval forces in the Tonkin Gulf had been raiding North Vietnamese territory for six months before the attack on the Maddox; the North Vietnamese had every justification for firing on the ship. The Papers also revealed that the text of the Tonkin Gulf resolution had been drafted long before the attack on the Maddox, as had the plans for the bombing of North Vietnam. They also unveiled some potentially awkward information about friendly governments, notably the information that the supposedly neutral Swedes had provided considerable diplomatic assistance to the United States in the middle years of the war.

The Nixon administration fought and lost a legal battle to enjoin publication of the Papers. The first installment appeared in the New York Times  on June 13, 1971. Even before the Supreme Court handed down its six-to-three decision in favor of the Times, Ellsberg had made the lawsuit moot by providing selections from the Papers to the Washington Post and other newspapers. The Supreme Court judgment in the Pentagon Papers case is usually described as a grand victory for press freedom, but it might be more accurate to call it a grand defeat for the ideal of national security. For half a century, courts had generally held that national security must prevail over freedom of the press. It is too often forgotten that the 1919 Oliver Wendell Holmes opinion in Schenck v. United States that resoundingly argued that freedom of speech can be curbed only to prevent a “clear and present danger” upheld the government’s power to lock up protesters for distributing anti-draft pamphlets. Another much-quoted Holmes opinion,  Abrams v. United States, this time favored pamphleteers. But Abrams  was a dissent—the majority of the Court affirmed the government’s power to suppress subversive speech.

True, through the 1940s and 1950s the Supreme Court took a progressively broader view of free speech. Those were the romantic days of the First Ammendment, when Justice Hugo Black was always pulling his little paperbound copy of the Constitution from his breast pocket, intoning “no law abridging the freedom of the press means no law,” and smiting the Philistines who wanted to ban Ulysses or Lady Chatterley’s Lover. In those days, the defense of free speech was a defense of High Culture. Who would ever have believed that the day would come when the First Amendment would demand of its avatars that they speak up for Ice-T’s “Cop Killer” or Nazis who wanted to march in front of Jewish old folks’ homes or child pornographers on the Internet? And in those romantic days, the small-town dogmatism and Puritanism of state officials sent the court a gratifying sequence of easy cases. The Court held in 1942 that soapbox orators must be allowed to speak their mind unless their words were reasonably likely to spark a riot.35 It held in 1943—with the country at war!—that public school students could not be made to salute the flag.36 In  1957 it overturned the obscenity laws of all forty-eight states when it held that a sexually explicit book or film fell afoul of the law only if it possessed “no redeeming social importance.”37

Deep into the 1960s, the Supreme Court almost invariably deferred to the federal government’s understanding of national security. As late as 1968, in an opinion written by the liberal Chief Justice Earl Warren, the Court rejected a claim that the burning of a draft card was a form of political speech protected by the First Amendment.38 With the Pentagon Papers case, that long tradition of patriotic self-restraint came to an end. Before the federal government could suppress the publication of leaked national security information, Justice Potter Stewart held, it must prove that the leak would do “irreparable” harm to the national interest, an almost insuperable legal barrier. On remand, the trial courts rejected the government’s contention that the papers disclosed intelligence-gathering methods and other important national secrets. The “real tragedy” of the Times’s decision to publish the papers, Hubert Humphrey said, was that it corroded faith in government. The Pentagon Papers documented how deceitfully the Vietnam War had begun, and they suggested too how readily the U.S. government would exploit claims of national security to spare itself political embarrassment.

The courts never again fully trusted invocations of national security. In 1972, in the first major national security case after the Pentagon Papers case, the Supreme Court drastically reduced the attorney general’s thirty-year-old power to wiretap alleged subversives. Unless there was a substantial connection between the alleged subversive and a foreign power, the Court held, the government must go to a judge, show cause, and obtain a warrant before placing the tap. Perhaps the definitive word was delivered by Judge Gerhard Gessell in the midst of the trial of the White House operatives who organized a burglary of the Beverly Hills offices of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist. The defendants, Gessell ruled in May 1974, could not invoke “national security” as a justification for their crime. He did not believe, he wrote, that the president had any power to order warrantless searches. But even if the president possessed such  power, the court “rejects the contention that the president could delegate his alleged power to suspend constitutional rights to non-law enforcement officers in the vague, informal, inexact terms noted above. ... Whatever accommodation is required between the guarantees of the Fourth Amendment and the conduct of foreign affairs, it cannot justify a casual, ill-defined assignment to White House aides and part-time employees granting them an uncontrolled discretion to select, enter, and search the homes and offices of innocent American citizens without a warrant.”

Fatefully, however, the person whose faith in government was most utterly corroded by the leak of the Pentagon Papers was Richard Nixon. Nixon had at first been inclined to shrug off Ellsberg’s leak. After all, the Papers followed the story only up to the spring of 1968: They made Kennedy and Johnson look bad, not him. Henry Kissinger changed Nixon’s mind. The defense of government secrets, Kissinger argued, must not be influenced by partisan feeling, with Republicans acquiescing in leaks embarrassing to Democrats and Democrats doing the same to Republicans. Nixon had been elected custodian of all the nation’s secrets. If the Papers contained information damaging to relations with allies or that tended to undercut support for a war that must be ended with honor, however recklessly begun, Nixon was responsible for keeping them sealed. The courts’ acquiescence in the Ellsberg leak convinced Nixon that the regular mechanisms of government could not be trusted. Ellsberg was, after all, one of the authors of the nation’s nuclear warfighting plans, and the perceived urgent need for information about him—what else he might divulge, what influence could be brought to bear on him—led to the creation of the White House Special Investigations Unit, the Plumbers. No Papers, no Plumbers. No Plumbers, no Watergate.

The 1972 McGovern campaign was one of the more hysterical in recent American politics. Harry Truman had let loose some savage remarks in 1948, but even he compared his Republican opponent to Hitler only once. George McGovern did it habitually. The Watergate break-in, he repeatedly declared, was “the kind of thing you expect under a person like Hitler.”  Nor did McGovern relent after his defeat in November. At Oxford University in January 1973, he warned that the United States had moved “closer to one-man rule than at any time in our history.” Perhaps McGovern was an extremist, but more level-headed Democrats echoed his harsh accusations. Delivering the Democratic reply to the 1973 State of the Union message—which Nixon chose to present in writing rather than in person—Senator Edmund Muskie intoned on national television that, “We in Congress fear, as all Americans fear, the threat of one-man rule.” After the firing of Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox in October 1973, anticorporate activist Ralph Nader lost his composure altogether: “Every citizen in this land must strive to reclaim the rule of law which this tyrant has been destroying month by month, strand by strand.”

The struggle between Nixon and his critics was like one of those movie saloon fights that smashes up not only the combatants, but the piano, the mirrors, and the bar. Nixon’s adversaries denounced him as a rogue president, a lawless monster entirely unlike his sainted predecessors (including General Eisenhower, who was retrospectively rehabilitated by Democratic partisans for the occasion). Nixon replied by letting slip a few truths about what those sainted predecessors had really been up to. It was Nixon who divulged the information that Presidents Kennedy and Johnson had surreptitiously taped conversations in their offices (“an outrageous smear” sputtered Joseph Califano, a former Johnson aide, but it was true). It was Nixon who contended, at an August 1973 news conference, that Kennedy and Johnson had burglarized “on a very wide scale.” When the story broke in the spring of 1973 that Nixon had proposed using the Internal Revenue Service against 575 big Democratic contributors—a proposal immediately vetoed by Treasury Secretary George Shultz—somebody leaked to Time  magazine evidence that the Kennedy and Johnson administrations had actually  done what the Nixon administration had in the end decided not to do. President Kennedy had ordered the IRS to audit eighteen right-wing groups and the Fair Play for Cuba committee, and then later to audit nineteen left-wing groups. There was no George Shultz in the Kennedy administration, and the orders were carried out. The Kennedy IRS had then quite  illegally released to law-enforcement agencies the tax returns of groups it deemed subversive. During the Johnson administration, the IRS had set up its own security program, which maintained files on almost nine thousand persons and nearly three thousand organizations. And although nobody ever proved any political connection, it is an odd coincidence that private citizen Richard Nixon was audited three times between 1961 and 1968.

This tit-for-tatting had its effect on the public. Even as Nixon’s poll numbers plunged, a large and consistent majority continued to agree that Nixon’s actions were no different from those of past presidents. The tit-for-tatting may have had its effect within government too. It set in motion the prolonged tragedy of the House of Atreus that has gripped Washington since 1973, with Republicans and Democrats investigating and prosecuting each other to enforce the ever-stricter standards of probity demanded by the accumulating mountain of post-Watergate ethics laws. Many Nixon loyalists believe to this day that “Deep Throat”—Woodward and Bernstein’s Watergate source—was someone very close to the top of the CIA who wanted Nixon hustled out of town before he revealed any more Kennedy-vintage shenanigans. That’s the thesis, for example, of John Ehrlichman’s 1976 novel, The Company. But if knifing Nixon to save itself was the CIAs plan, it failed as miserably as did its Kennedy-era schemes to topple Fidel Castro by passing him drugs that would cause his beard hair to fall out. E. Howard Hunt told the Watergate grand jury in May 1973 that the CIA had provided his team with false identification, tape recorders, and cameras for the burglary of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist. Grand jury secrecy being rather less than it is cracked up to be, then as later, the story appeared almost immediately in the New York Times. That whiff of CIA-Nixon collaboration set into motion the Times’s top investigative reporter, Seymour Hersh.

In the fall and winter of 1974, Seymour Hersh detailed in the New York Times the CIA’s involvement in the 1973 Chilean coup and in domestic illegalities, triggering a scandal in many ways more shocking than Watergate. The CIA’s charter forbade it to operate on U.S. soil. Catching agents and traitors who spied upon the United States was the job of the FBI, a  law-enforcement agency obliged, in theory anyway, to comply with the Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Amendments. Early on, though, the CIA had chosen to disregard its charter. From the early 1950s until 1973, the CIA had reviewed every letter addressed to or from the Soviet Union: 28 million pieces in all, of which 215,000 had been opened and read without any legal authority. In 1967, acting on the belief that there were foreign intelligence connections to the American New Left, the CIA and the FBI jointly created a domestic espionage program known as Operation Chaos, just like the bad guys in the old “Get Smart” series. Chaos opened files on some thirteen thousand people, of whom seven thousand were American citizens.

Senator Frank Church of Idaho hastily put himself in charge of a Senate committee to investigate CIA wrongdoing. His fellow Democrat, Representative Otis Pike of New York, assumed a similar role in the House. Large portions of the Pike committee’s scathing and supposedly secret report were leaked to a radical New York newspaper, The Village Voice.  The Ford administration tried to head off the congressional committees by appointing a commission chaired by Vice President Nelson Rockefeller, but instead of protecting secrets, the existence of the Rockefeller commission probably encouraged the spilling of more. Church—a grandstander looking for an issue to ride into the 1976 Democratic presidential nomination—was forced to go even farther to control the headlines. What ensued was in some ways a ludicrous spectacle—Republicans and Democrats vying to outdo each other’s protestations of horror and surprise at information that for three decades they had worked overtime to avoid.

Since 1947, the CIA had been responsible for thousands of covert operations. It had overthrown or tried to overthrow governments in Guatemala, Indonesia, Laos, Ecuador, and Iran. It had sponsored guerilla attacks upon the seacoasts of China and North Vietnam. It had recruited a 35,000-man secret army in Laos during the Vietnam War, not informing Congress until years later. The agency had overseen a secret assassination program in Vietnam that killed some 20,000 Viet Cong cadres. It had been deeply involved in Chilean politics since at least 1964 and was implicated  in the coup that overthrew Chile’s elected Marxist president, Salvador Allende, in September 1973. In pursuit of truth serums and brainwashing drugs, it had experimentally dosed American citizens with LSD and other psychotropic drugs without their knowledge or consent. In 1953, one of those human guinea pigs, an army scientist named Frank Olson, had killed himself while under the influence of the drug by jumping out the window of the New York Statler Hotel. (The CIA had company. In September 1975, the Army confessed to thousands of abusive drug experiments between 1953 and 1969.) The agency had cooperated with the Mafia in a series of attempts upon the life of Fidel Castro. When those failed, the CIA infected Cuba’s pigs with swine disease, killing half a million of them.

It was like peeling wallpaper. Tear away one strip, and a bit of the next panel comes off with it until finally the whole wall is bare. The CIA revelations led directly to the exposure of the secrets of the FBI, especially its spying upon the civil rights movement. It was only in 1972 that Americans had learned of the Tuskegee syphilis experiments begun in the 1930s—experiments that had left black victims of venereal disease untreated even after a cure had been found. Now they learned that the FBI had regarded Martin Luther King Jr., and his associates as subversives, and had conducted a surveillance program on King second only to that ordered by Bobby Kennedy against Teamsters’ boss Jimmy Hoffa. Nor was it only blacks who were spied upon. The FBI had opened files on more than one million Americans, opened more than ten thousand letters a year without warrants, and committed at least 239 illegal burglaries since 1960. Its agents apparently provoked some of the crimes the bureau was supposed to be preventing, including five Molotov bombings in 1973 and 1974 intended to make it seem that one far-left faction was warring upon another.

It seemed that the country was ruled by mysterious agencies that answered to no one. At a press conference in July 1975, President Ford felt obliged to insist that “there are no people presently employed in the White House who have a relationship with the CIA of which I am personally unaware.” Suddenly the CIA, and the intelligence services generally, found  themselves despised and mistrusted. Congress, the press, the universities looked on them as the henchmen of Third World dictators, fomenters of secret wars, and (after the beard story!) irresponsible nutcases. President Carter signed an executive order forbidding assassinations and directed his CIA director, Stansfield Turner, to purge the agency of its old covert operators.

The we‘re-all-on-the-same-side spirit that had once rendered treason odious and cooperation with the national security forces a patriotic duty evaporated. In the early 1970s, a former CIA agent, Philip Agee, founded a newsletter that began publishing the names and addresses of CIA agents in foreign countries. One of the men Agee identified, Robert Welch, the Athens station chief, was murdered in December 1975. Welch’s killers were never apprehended. After that, the public identification of CIA agents became something of a sport for the left-wing press worldwide. The Paris radical newspaper Liberation published the names of forty-four alleged CIA spies in France in January 1976. It said that it “did not wish the death of anyone,” but commented that retaliation was a risk that agents of the CIA ran. Liberation added twelve more names to its list the next day. The London weekly Time Out published the names of sixty alleged agents in England, Italy’s La Republica published the names of eight in that country, and a left-wing Dutch weekly named seven who allegedly operated in the Netherlands. The American media never went so far as that, but they went far enough. The journalism magazine MORE asked twenty American editors and publishers what they would have done in a situation like Welch’s. The replies were printed in January 1976. Only six of the twenty—Walter Cronkite, William Shawn of the New Yorker, William Rusher of National Review, Norman Podhoretz of Commentary, William Thomas, editor-in-chief of the Los Angeles Times, and the syndicated columnist Jack Anderson—replied with an unequivocal no. The editor-in- chief of UPI said he would publish. So would the executive editor of the Miami Herald. “Of course I would publish his name,” said David Sanford, editor of the New Republic. “The threat of death is an occupational hazard suffered by persons who would be covert agents of the CIA abroad.” The editor of Newsday  would have published—but would first have generously given the CIA time to get its man out of the country.

Under this mood of suspicion, the government had greater and greater difficulty winning convictions in national-security cases, even when the accused were clearly guilty. In August 1973, it took a federal jury in Gainesville, Florida, only eight hours to acquit seven members of Vietnam Veterans Against the War and one associate of conspiring to disrupt the 1972 Republican convention. Seventeen radicals who raided a draft office in Camden, New Jersey, in 1971 were acquitted by a jury in May 1973, apparently because one of those involved in planning the raid had been an FBI informant. Charges against another eleven Camden defendants were dropped the following month, after the trial judge told jury members they could acquit if they found the government’s police methods “fundamentally unfair.” The Berrigan brothers—two Catholic priests accused of an immense list of illegal acts—were freed after their jury deadlocked in April 1972. The riot convictions of five of the Chicago Seven—who had provoked violence at the 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago—were overturned on appeal in November 1972. And in October 1973, the government was constrained to drop its case against Weatherman, members of a radical group responsible for a campaign of bombings, when the judge ordered the prosecution to tell him about the “espionage techniques” it had used to acquire its evidence.

Through the 1960s, wild-eyed radicals had flung one seemingly paranoid accusation after another at the FBI, the CIA, and the Pentagon. In the 1970s, so many of these allegations turned out to be true that many Americans had trouble accepting that there could be any accusations that were  not true. Louder and louder doubts were heard about the official verdicts on the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy—so much so that in 1978, the House of Representatives gave the go-ahead to a select committee that opened the halls of Congress to every conspiracy theorist who had once skulked on the margins of American life. The committee’s final report, released in July 1979, endorsed two conspiracy theories out of three. President Kennedy, it said, had likely been the victim of the Mafia, King of a conspiracy of right-wing  St. Louis businessmen, and Robert Kennedy of the Palestinian terrorist Sirhan Sirhan acting alone. More important than the report’s findings was its very existence, which lent the authority of Congress to the charge that the investigations of these killings had been negligent at best and deceitful at worst. To believe a report issued by the chief justice of the United States, drawing on the resources of the entire federal law enforcement apparatus—that marked one as a chump. The outstanding conspiracy theory of the 1970s—the bookend to the 1960s attacks on the work of the Warren Commission—was the conviction that American prisoners of war had been left behind in Vietnam. This belief inspired the first “Rambo” movie,  First Blood, by far the most commercially successful Vietnam film. What motive the government in Washington would have for forsaking POWs was never very clear. But then, the motive did not have to be clear. As John Travolta, playing an eyewitness to what appeared to be the accidental death of a local politician, frets to another character in the 1981 Brian De Palma movie Blow Out: “If they can get away with killing him, they can get away with anything.” The script did not explain who “they” might be. It didn’t have to. Everybody could be counted on to supply his own sinister antecedent to the pronoun. You can begin to see what Henry Kissinger was thinking of at his famously gloomy January 28, 1975, press conference when he pronounced that there was “a crisis of authority” crippling the Western world.
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